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1 ‘DESCENDING’ ISN’T WHAT I WANT TO HEAR RIGHT AFTER DYING


As I walked across the shattered dream of reality, the world shifted and changed. Underneath my feet was the path of infinity, a sea of nothingness that held infinite possibilities yet to be realized. Above me, a hundred thousand stars danced across the sky. Each was impossibly large and distant, but I felt their gazes on me. They were always on me.

Because they weren’t stars. Not really. They were eyes. Separate, but individual. Shards of the whole.

And when they came together, a single being gazed down upon creation.

It stared at me.

The Crijik.

I blinked, and the stars returned to normal. Glimmering brilliantly across creation. Each one blurred as I shifted my focus away from them. I’d been here before, every night for the past month.

“This dream again?” I asked myself. “It’s not the worst one to have.”

For the past month, I’d visited the same space every night. It was peaceful, in a way. Quiet, and tranquil.

Except, something was different this time.

I couldn’t quite place my finger on what it was, but it gnawed at my mind and itched at my soul.

As I stepped forward, my footsteps caused a rippling wave along the path of infinity. Each tiny wave cascaded into each other, clashing chaotically. Normally, the other ripples reverberated across the empty space, shifting, and overwhelming all that they touched.

This time, the ripples met with an object.

It was near me, and it was distant. It was familiar, yet a stranger.

When it felt my presence, it let out a soft cry. The sound echoed out across the expanse of infinity, and the stars shook in its wake. A brilliant golden flame accompanied the cry, and two wings unfurled, growing ever larger as they sought to overwhelm everything around them.

That was when I saw the chains that bound it. The bindings were made from red and black storms intertwined together, and each link was larger than a planet. But the links were old, and tattered, and where they had failed, new ones had been put in place. Gray and sharp as blades, they dug into the Phoenix’s body, preventing any and all movements. The Phoenix’s cry reached its crescendo as the chains pulled it down, forcing it back into submission.

[Help.]

A single blue box appeared in front of my vision but, unlike the others, I could hear it. Its voice enveloped my being. The Phoenix was trying to communicate with me. It was calling for my aid.

And it was in pain. Terrible, agonizing pain.

“Agni?” I asked.

The Phoenix ignored me. Or maybe it couldn’t hear me. But as my voice spread thin across the vast surroundings, they shifted and, for a moment, I felt the presence of another.

Something else had heard the Phoenix’s cry.

And it had come to give aid.

They didn’t have a form, nor did they make their presence known in any perceivable way, but as I drew to a halt, the atmosphere shifted. The stars grew brighter, the scent of nature tickled my nose, and a sense of calm washed over me. Each change was invigorating despite how miniscule they were.

Ancient, yet never young. Infinite, and yet beyond the stars. Even the flames of the Phoenix dimmed and flickered in its presence.

It was divine.

For a moment, I was free from worry. Nothing could withstand the power that had noticed me.

Then, the presence disappeared, and in its place was the Crijik, watching me as it always was. My world turned a familiar shade of black as the space around me fractured and then shattered.

The dream was over.
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“Oww,” I groaned, my voice echoing across the room.

[Mark of the Crijik has activated.]

[Your manapool’s maximum mana count has increased.]

[Mana: 33,770 -> 33,820]

I dismissed the blue boxes with a wave.

“Thanks, System. I definitely wouldn’t have known without you. I would have just assumed it was regular soul-searing pain that made me want to pass out.”

Exactly ninety-one days had passed since I had collapsed after defeating Yeux in battle. A little over three months. In that time, my mark had activated every day, expanding my manapool from 29,270 to 33,820.

Thankfully, I was in a coma for one and a half of those months.

At least now I wasn’t being knocked out by the intensity of the pain caused by my Mark’s activation.

My pain hadn’t lessened. It was simply less of a concern. In the grand scheme of things, it seemed so much smaller now compared to before. And that allowed me to find peace even as my flesh felt like it was being torn apart by a wave of needles.

A soft light snapped up my attention. On top of my chest lay two silent forms, each making use of my comfy night robes in place of a nest.

Gold and Agni glanced up at me as I blinked the drowsiness and lingering pain out of my eyes.

“Why aren’t you two at your perches?” I knew the answer before I asked.

Clearly, I’d thrashed around in my sleep again because my sheets had been thrown off and onto the floor. Gold had probably sat on me to comfort me, and Agni would have been quick to follow.

I withdrew two of the most delicious and unhealthiest bird treats I owned from my inventory, feeding each bird one apiece.

“Oh, hey, I dreamed about you today,” I said to Agni, then I paused.

Wait. I’d just assumed the Phoenix I’d seen in my dream was Agni.

Did that make me racist?

Agni tilted her head, watching me curiously as my face flushed. She let out a chirp that wasn’t quite a word and more of an encouragement.

“Yeah, it was a nicer dream than usual,” I said. Then, I frowned. “Also, is it just me, or are you two getting heavier? Maybe I’ve been spoiling you too much.”

I could feel a weight pressing down against my right ribs, far heavier than any healthy bird, magical or not, should be. Every few seconds it would ease up, then return in full force, a puff of air tickling my nightwear. The weight was also making it hard to breathe, and I could feel my ribs protesting against it.

With a grunt, I forced my head up, taking a peek at what was causing the issue.

The first thing I saw was long red hair flowing across my side and tumbling over the edge of the bed. An elegant dress accompanied the hair, covering the person sitting on a chair, snoring softly, and using my side as a pillow.

Peachy cheeks were visible underneath the fiery strands, but her jaw was obscured by a book she had fallen asleep on, which was now digging into my ribs. Her arms were spread across my stomach, pushing down on it.

It was Amanda, my best friend, and closest confidante.

She shifted as I rose, puffs of light enveloping the air as her hair lit up, several segments morphing into flames.

Ever since arriving at the Eye, I’d come to realize she was more than just a fire magician. She was an exceptional fire magician. One that most of the churches’ talented rising stars couldn’t match. That was why she had been accepted into Koshima Academy.

There was just one problem.

Amanda was the opposite of a morning person.

She had a nasty habit of roasting things when she hadn’t gotten enough sleep. And I had just woken her up early.

“Gold, Agni, don’t move,” I half-whispered, half-hissed. “Maybe she’ll go back to sleep.”

The birds looked at me, and then at the stirring girl.

Both of them flapped their wings, taking to the air and abandoning me without hesitation. I gaped as they flew out the window. Gold paused, my heart leaping as he turned around, then he raised a single talon and shut the window tight behind him, flying off into the distance.

I heard a ruffling of sheets, and my neck craned back toward Amanda, stiff with horror.

Two red eyes greeted me, the primal destructive force of flame blazing within them as they opened. They were drowsy. And they were furious.

The room grew brighter and warmer, and the hairs on my arms smoldered.

Oh, no. I’ve made a horrible mistake.

Five seconds later, I had a brand-new tan.

“I don’t think the church is going to tell this part of my life story to the public,” I said.

I rubbed a healing balm from my inventory over my slightly toasted skin, grumbling under my breath about how people fall asleep next to my bed and set me on fire when they wake up.

“Oops,” Amanda said, her eyelids batting innocently as she listened to my complaints. “You know, you really shouldn’t wake me up if you know I’m going to do that.”

“Once upon a time, you were apologetic when you set me on fire. I miss those times.” I put the healing balm back into my storage regent.

The bottle was nearly empty, a casualty of multiple uses.

“I don’t recall that ever happening,” Amanda replied. “Besides, I think a light tan makes you look good.”

“Not when it’s only on my face,” I said.

With a smooth motion, I jumped out of the bed, water and dirt flowing out of my inventory. The two elements ran over my robes, cleaning the grime that had gathered from a night’s sleep. Deep within my chest, a thrum of power emanated from two elemental symbols within my being.

Water and earth, working together in tandem.

The church of the Crijik had given me my own closet filled with decadent clothing to change in. It was bigger than my parent’s hut and didn’t have any holes in the walls like my old home.

It was the height of luxury. And extremely uncomfortable.

So, I used the elements for privacy instead.

Dirt walls appeared around me, and I raised my new inventory, a ring regent provided by the church of the Crijik, taking new clothes out of it. A white shirt and silken purple pants that I quickly changed into.

I took a deep breath and double checked that I’d put on my finest clothes. Today, the cardinals had asked me to attend a meeting. Which wasn’t strange on its own.

However, they had also called in Gerial. And that set off alarm bells.

Maybe something went wrong.

“Hey, catch!” Amanda shouted.

“Huh?”

My wall of dirt retracted as Amanda threw an object across the air, and I caught the robe with a practiced hand, not even having to look.

Amanda walked out of my closet, tidying her hair as she moved. Unlike me, she was probably thinking that her closet was bigger than mine.

Draped around her was a red robe that shimmered with mana, each movement of her hand sending out a ripple of flames that cascaded across the flowing fabric. Her hands fell from her hair, revealing a neat bun pinned down by two silver needles.

“Aw, I was aiming for your face,” she said. “Also, your closet is smaller than mine.”

“You look nice,” I replied.

Amanda jolted, pausing in place, and her hair flared with light as swaths of it transformed into flames.

Then, she beamed.

“Thanks.”

With a smooth step, I turned to face the mirror and tightened the robe, completing the look. The robes were white, with purple trimming running across them. Strands of silver had been delicately etched and molded into the shape of an eye.

The church had gifted me an infinite supply of custom-made robes. Each was designed with my tastes in mind, as well as my position in the church.

“Yeah, I’m still not used to this,” I said.

This was Andross Silver. Though, who that person was depended on who you asked.

Physically, I was an ordinary teenager with sandy-brown hair and light-brown eyes. And now a slight tan. Spiritually, I was a divine, or at least as close to the divine as this world had.

It made for very awkward conversations.

Nobody wanted to insult a being they held sacred.

Proof of that sacredness was written on my features. On the surface, I was a teenager. Sixteen years old, possibly on the verge of seventeen now. Though, I was actually older than that. Or younger, depending on what point of view I was using. It was a confusing situation, but the most important part was that my mark had been aging me up with each activation, though not during the coma I’d been in.

The church of the Crijik and my fellow Marked one, Gerial, had told me that the mark would stop my premature aging when I reached my prime. Then, it would leave me in that form forever, allowing me to live the rest of my days as youthfully as I wish, a timeless work of art crafted by the divine.

Which was ironic because my mark would kill me long before I grew old enough to be called timeless.

“Are you nervous?” Amanda’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “I’m nervous.”

“A little bit,” I admitted.

That was a lie.

I was very nervous.

My existence had been confirmed by the church with my permission. Andross Silver, the second Marked one of the Crijik, the first of his kind. An impossibility wrapped in a paradox.

Some simply didn’t believe I was real. Throughout history, many people had attempted to create false Marks and fool the churches, hoping to gain power and privilege. Others feared what my existence meant for the future. The five continents had been ablaze with emotions, worries, hopes, and questions.

Was the church faking my existence to gain power?

Had a new divine descended?

Was this the end?

A month from now, the world’s factions would be invited to meet me. And to test me. Confirmation of a new Marked one’s validity was a common ritual, the opposite of the Ascension that all Marked ones underwent.

They called it the Descent.

Normally, the person being presented for testing was a year old. Their mark was fresh, and they were little more than mewling babies, their bodies not yet changed by their Mark.

I was the exception.

One heck of an exception, too, I thought.

A spirited shove broke me out of my reverie as Amanda shot out from the side, her eyes twinkling with mirth. Only my physical training under William’s tutelage stopped me from flailing and crashing onto the floor in an embarrassing heap.

Instead, I kept my footing. Barely.

A look to my side revealed Amanda skipping toward my room’s entrance, the door open and a soft smile on her lips as she glanced back at me.

“Admit it, that shove got rid of the tension, right?”

“Nope,” I said.

“Liar! I guess I’ll have to add some fire next time.”

“All right, all right, it did,” I raised my hands in defeat. “Seriously, Gerial and the cardinals are going to get mad if I get there late. Well, maybe not mad, but they’ll be annoyed.”

Amanda nodded, and with a playful wave of her hand and a twirl of her robe, she stepped through the entryway and disappeared.

A single step brought me to the entrance. Then another took me outside.

Five people greeted me, each radiating power.

My guards.

Each wore a one-eyed mask, their faith hiding individuality as they fell into line, protecting me from all sides. Only my guard captain showed emotion, a faint smile on his lips.

“Thanks for getting up early, it couldn’t have been easy,” I said.

A couple hesitated at my casual tone. They were the newer guards that had replaced the ones that fell in the battle against the church of Artus.

I resisted the urge to tease them.

With Amanda and my guards by my side, I strode through the halls of the Eye, the center of power of the Church of the Crijik.

Corridors displaying sculptures of heroes and Marked ones long past were now intimately familiar to me, and tapestries woven with history rose and fell as I walked by them. The gargantuan structure was brimming with mana, each window gazing down into the city below, Death.

Soon, we reached the entrance of the council chambers. The gathering place of the cardinals, and one of the most sacred areas in the world.

“We cannot accompany you inside,” my guard captain said.

The newer guards glanced at Amanda, their eyes filled with inference, and she fidgeted.

“Anyone can enter the chambers if we grant permission to them,” a familiar voice interrupted.

I looked back toward the corridor, a smile crossing my lips, and my guards parted with reverent bows as a boy strode between them.

My fellow Marked one of the Crijik, Gerial.

Gerial’s every movement radiated calm and authority, and his very presence electrified the surroundings.

He was draped in elegant purple and black robes with intricate patterns of eyes and magic etched across them, and as his eyes fell on me, I saw his irises were a deep shade of purple, and where the whites of his eyes should be, there was a lighter shade of the same color. His hair crackled with lightning, falling just above his shoulders, waving in a gentle dance as he walked.

There were also two birds resting on his shoulders, Gold and Agni. They let out happy chirps of greeting, as though they were seeing me for the first time today.

Neither of them acknowledged the daring escape they’d made only a few minutes before.

You little traitors.

“Gerial.” I gave him a firm hug. “This is a pleasant surprise. I half-thought you’d gone and ditched me forever.”

My fellow Marked one hugged me back, a smile blossoming across his features. It had been half a month since we’d last seen each other. The church of the Crijik confirming my existence to the world had put a strain on his workload, to say the least.

“A break is exactly what I need,” Gerial said. “Even if that break is just another meeting.”

“I hope I haven’t caused you too much trouble.” I broke away from my fellow Marked one. “I know how much you hate this stuff. Even if you’re my brother-in-Marks this is a big deal⁠—”

“Stop.”

Gerial clasped my shoulder, his grip like iron.

“No more of this brother-in-Marks business. When you talk to me—no—even when you think of me, do so as my brother. No caveats. No additions. Brother. No more, no less.”

My brother-in-Marks—no, my brother—let go of my shoulder and smiled.

I shot a beaming grin back at him.

“Very well, brother,” I said.

“That’s better. Listen, what I’m doing for you isn’t tough. I hate being surrounded by opportunistic jackals looking at me like I’m either a freak or a deity. This is different. Spending two weeks assuring every priest, bishop, and important member of the church that you existed has been fun.” Gerial smiled, his tone lightly teasing. “I’ve never seen them so flustered. Some were so shocked they even treated me like a person for a moment. Rest assured, over the next month, the church of the Crijik will gather in full force in the Eye and the city below.”

“I appreciate that,” I said.

Before I could say anything more, the doors to the council room shuddered, creaking open of their own volition. Three pillars of power were gathered inside, their presence overwhelming, even compared to my guards, who were in the upper echelons of strength.

Amanda stayed behind, and Agni flew off Gerial and onto her hair, shooting a glance my way. Gold hopped onto my shoulder, confidence streaming across his purple feathers.

Gerial and I stepped through the door as one.

Inside the room sat the three cardinals.

“Crijiks.”

A voice brimming with power spread out across the room, and the door shut behind us with a bang.

The speaker was Wahyu.

He sat on the rightmost chair. A young woman sat in the middle, and an elderly man sat on the left. They were the cardinals, Mara, Guide of the Dead, and Ghalius, the Whisper. Both held grim expressions. Though I could tell that they weren’t directed at me.

“I must apologize, but this will be a rather tense meeting.”

His muscles were visible, even under his cardinal robe, and on the skin of his hands I could see metallic tattoos that I knew ran over his arms and legs. Out of all the cardinals, his presence was the most comforting to me, and familiar. Today especially.

A flicker of emotion crossed Wahyu’s features. Uncertainty.

“What happened?” I asked, my nerves once again returned.

“An eighth Marked one appeared,” the cardinal on the left side said, his voice ancient and dry. “The world’s reaction had been akin to startling a swarm of grecs, messy, and volatile. Needless to say, Ioa has responded in a way we could not predict. Yet, it is perhaps the only response that was possible.”

The cardinal, Ghalius, nodded at me, his words easing my tension.

He was an elderly man with gray hair that plumed from his head like the mane of a lion. Out of all the cardinals, he was the only one that treated me like an ordinary person. Not coincidentally, he was also the church member I spoke to the most, after Wahyu.

“What Ghalius means to say is that the invites for your Descent have been sent out and responded to.” Wahyu shot his fellow cardinal a look. “The churches, of course, were the first to respond. And they have accepted your invitation in a manner that they believe is proportional to…your existence.”

“More than the usual? You expected something like that,” I replied. “Don’t worry, even if they send every cardinal, I’ve memorized all their names.”

Wahyu shook his head, and the other cardinals shifted, their eyes resting on me.

“The six churches have announced their participation. Not the participation of the cardinals. Their participation. From highest to lowest, from the depths of the underground to the celestial palaces that grace the skies, they have sent a missive out for their members and followers to prepare for departure. And they are not alone.”

‘That’s impossible’ is what I wanted to say, but I held my tongue.

“An impossibility, yet it was made possible by the paradox of your existence,” another of the council said.

Mara, Guide of the Dead, had her eyes fixed on me.

She was the oldest cardinal, and most tenured, though she didn’t look it. Dark hair fell vibrantly across soft skin, framing a visage of a woman in her prime. Wahyu hadn’t been able to tell me just how old she was, but her youthful features were betrayed by her gaze, which held the depth of an era gone by.

“It is an ancient precedent, but one that can be invoked with enough authority. The churches were only the first to do so. With their actions seen as a tacit blessing, the other factions have all accepted their invitations. All have ordered their members to prepare for your Descent.”

“So, every faction will bring a delegation,” I said. “Who are they sending?”

“Everyone. They are sending everyone.”

Mara’s voice reverberated across the room. Whispers lurked behind her eyes, murmuring of secrets and magics unspoken. “An eighth Marked one, but no new divine. A second Marked one, born before the predecessor of the same divine has passed on. There is no precedent for this. An event of this magnitude should be impossible.”

“Enough, Mara.”

Wahyu’s tone was as strong as steel as he interrupted his fellow cardinal. The air chilled for a moment as she paused, then she sighed, and I saw the flicker of uncertainty had infected her, too.

“My apologies, Crijik,” Mara said, giving me a slight bow. “I spoke out of turn.”

“I appreciated the honesty,” I said. “It’s a tense and uncertain time. A troubling one for all of us.”

And it’s only just beginning.

I left my thoughts unspoken.

“Compared to your existence, Andross, the world moving is not only expected, it is also insignificant,” Wahyu said. “What is more troubling is who has accepted the invitation on behalf of the churches.”

“Was it the cardinals?” Gerial asked.

I turned toward my fellow Marked, as did the cardinals.

“No.” It was Mara who answered. “The decree came from a higher power. They have answered the invitation.”

Silence fell as the implication of Mara’s statement hit the room. Despite her words, I was calm. Gerial was as well.

“So, it happened,” I said. “Just like we discussed.”

“Yes.” Gerial nodded, his lips tightening into a thin line. “I thought it wouldn’t. No, I hoped it wouldn’t.”

A chill swept through the room. The world was moving, but their movements were a symptom of something grander. Existences that were the center of the storm that was humanity were making their move.

Only seven beings stood above all and commanded all.

The divines themselves.

“I believe congratulations are in order.”

Gerial’s gaze swept over me, calm and steady.

“Our fellow Marked ones have decided to say hello.”


2 THE BEST FRIENDS ARE THE ONES WHO ARE WILLING TO KICK YOUR ASS


“When they say everyone is coming, they can’t mean everyone.”

My words echoed across the hallways as I strode through them. Gold and Agni rested on my shoulders, listening curiously, and to my sides were Gerial and Amanda.

“No, not everyone,” Gerial confirmed. “Most wouldn’t survive.”

I nodded.

The decree that the churches had made was only a statement. In practice, only the strongest would be able to come to my Descent because everyone else would die from the mana that was present in the city. Not to mention the mana fluctuations that would ripple out of the powerhouses gathered in one area. They alone would probably be enough to crush mountains.

Power wasn’t just a word in this world. It was a force that manifested as people grew stronger.

When I first met a gold-ranked person, I thought I would be crushed by their magic, and I was already strong at that point in time. At least for a baby. Normal human beings wouldn’t have been able to survive their presence at all.

“That still means that everyone will bring their strongest and most capable,” Amanda said. “You have no idea how many messages my father has sent me, asking me if I knew your identity.

Curiosity rose in my heart. “What did you tell him?”

“I told them that I didn’t know. You didn’t even have purple eyes. A Marked one wouldn’t be crazy enough to give themselves away, or dumb enough,” Amanda beamed as she spoke. “That’d be silly. However, I did let him know that the church is taking care of me, and no, I wasn’t in a position to see you, or stalk you, or beg you for favors, or twist you around my fingers or…or⁠—”

Amanda paused, her cheeks flushing bright red as she forcefully cut her words off.

“Or what?” I asked.

“What? There was no other ‘or.’” Amanda waved her hand, stopping me from replying. “Gah. It sucks. I thought he would be worried for me, I’m the one that got into a fight with a monster, but all he cares about is getting stuff from you. He didn’t even care about you before this, just Gold.”

The puffer preened happily by my side, and I scratched his neck.

“Well, at least everyone in Koshima backed off from him.” Amanda grimaced. “They’re all terrified that you’ll punish them for trying to kill my brother. And my father isn’t making it any easier. He is doing everything except outright saying that you’ve guaranteed our family is under your protection.”

“But your family is under my protection,” I countered. “All of the families of my friends are.”

“They don’t need to know that!”

I heard a laugh to my side and saw Gerial chuckling, his eyes merry as he listened to our conversation.

“This is the kind of reception I’d wished I’d been allowed to have,” he said. “Until you came along, I’ve never heard of a person talking back to a Marked one like this.”

Amanda looked down at the ground sheepishly. “Sorry.”

I stared at her.

Why didn’t I ever get an apology?

“Are you kidding? It’s a dream come true,” Gerial said. “Andross has friends. I have friends. What more could a person ask for? I’d be happy with just those. Divinity isn’t all it’s advertised to be.”

“Don’t tell that to all the Marked ones that are coming to visit,” I said. “I feel like we forgot about that nugget of information too quickly.”

“I didn’t forget, it’s just not relevant,” Gerial replied. “You don’t understand how big of a deal you are. No matter how much you think you do.”

We turned sharply, reaching our destination. We stood in front of a door that shimmered with gentle white light. For a moment, I thought I saw it move, then I blinked and realized that I had seen it move. The door was coiling and twisting in different patterns, each shifting like the tides of an ocean.

“Flames?” I peered at them closely.

It didn’t take long for me to spot the shifting fire. White-hot flames and stray embers were scattered across the door, a frightening gathering of fire mana that I hadn’t seen since I’d been in the depths of the burning lake. Even then, I’d never seen the element gather into a small area in such a high concentration.

Past the door was a cultivation room dedicated to the element of fire. The church had built it years ago, but each Marked one with an affinity for fire had used it since then. And added to it.

“I love this place.” Amanda beamed. “So much better than my one.”

“Of course. This was built for a Marked one to use,” Gerial replied, a gentle smile on his face and pride in his eyes. “Wait, you’ve been inside?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or I’ve just heard rumors.”

Agni chirped happily.

Lying. She has.

[Spirit Communication has reached level 6.]

There was a sense of mischief in the Phoenix’s tone, and Amanda blushed. I shook my head in disappointment.

“I haven’t, but I gave her permission,” I said.

“Then, I suppose I should leave you two to it,” Gerial said. “I’m still not sure if I can handle entering a room like that with my injuries. Not for a little while at least.”

The church had been worried about me entering a room dense with mana of a type I hadn’t unlocked yet. Not because they thought I was weak but because they couldn’t know if I’d been hurt by the church of Artus in ways they hadn’t yet detected. That was what they assumed had happened to Gerial, and since only I knew the truth, they had continued to assume that. Even now I could see him hesitating to be near the door.

I placed a hand near the door, the flames on its surface oddly cool to the touch.

Earth. Water. Fire. Wind.

I had an affinity for each of these four elements, and I had unlocked both Earth and Water already and was on the verge of unlocking fire as well. Only wind had escaped my grasp, but that was okay, I’d reach out to it eventually.

Now that I’d unlocked water, I could feel the elemental symbol resting within me, pulsing with power. Its magic washed over the Earth symbol in gentle ripples, both interacting in harmony. When I unlocked my fire element, the two symbols would clash, but they would also form a new balance.

“Okay, I’m ready,” I said.

I pushed the door open, the white flames breaking apart to avoid harming me. Within the room, I could see a world of flames beyond any I’d encountered before. A wave of heat washed over me, crackling through my hair and pushing against my skin.

It was time to attune to the element of fire.

[image: ]


As I fell deep into meditation the physical world fell into a well of darkness, my eyes closed and my breathing steady. Then, I activated my mana sense, and what was revealed inside that darkness was a world of colors and magic.

I could see beyond the physical, unveiling the falsehood of reality and gazing upon what was transposed over it.

Fire mana surrounded me.

The motes of mana danced and played across my hair and arms, tugging at me curiously and blazing with energy as they bounced off my robes. Whereas water was smooth, and earth was stoic, fire mana was unlike any other, it’s pulls and tugs fierce and joyful.

I’d been able to see fire mana since I’d first gained my mana sense skill, but now I could feel it growing closer to me with each passing moment. The threshold for unlocking the element was within reach, delayed by my unlocking of the water element, but only slightly. After spending time in the burning lake, I’d grown closer to the element. Far closer.

But as I reached out to bond with it, I hesitated. Thoughts that had been pushed aside by my meditation were crowding over me and swamping my mind. The primal connection between element and man was shrouded, clipped by a train of worries.

My identity as a Marked one had been revealed to the world. Unlocking the fire element was a big step, but it was still only a single step. Which meant I had the weight of millions of lives on my shoulders⁠—

Tink.

—like all Marked ones before me, I, too, would be trapped in a loop of trying to survive as the world put me on a pedestal. The stress of their expectations was crushing, and it had barely begun⁠—

Tink.

—I needed to grow stronger. To be smarter. And wiser. Fun and relaxation would no longer be possible. There was no time or place for trivialities⁠—

Tink.

—or sense of self⁠—

Tink.

“Okay, what are you doing?”

My eyelids flew open, and I came face to face with a small red bead. It looked like a marble, clear and translucent, and behind it were two mischievous eyes.

The bead flew forward again, smacking against my forehead lightly.

Tink.

“If you keep frowning like that, you’ll be the first Marked one to look like an old man,” Amanda said, a light smile on her lips. “I had a feeling I needed to interrupt whatever was going through your head.”

I blinked in surprise as the bead bonked my head once again.

“Some people would consider this to be assaulting a Marked one,” I replied, poking the bead and watching it fly back a single step. “You could be cuffed and chained for that.”

“Do it. I dare you.” Her smoldering gaze struck me defiantly.

Amanda’s words were immediately followed by another smack on my forehead by her bead.

“Okay, okay,” I brushed the bead aside. “I’m not going to have you chained up.”

Laughter broke through my negativity, and I realized it was coming from my mouth. The sheer absurdity of Amanda’s actions and her cavalier attitude lightened my heart and shifted some of the weight I was feeling.

Gold and Agni had switched to her shoulders to give me time to meditate, and both watched me with calm eyes. Then, I saw Gold glancing to the side and narrowed my eyes. The puffer was very excited, which was strange since he normally didn’t care about cultivating magic. He only cared about symbols and making regents.

As my eyes swept across the room, I saw both the physical and magical, each one a swath of flames of various colors. But there was something else shifting within them, hidden, but still moving.

Amanda saw my eyes shifting to the side, following Gold’s gaze. “He’s found out! Get him!”

“What—”

A sword flew through the air toward my head, and I dodged it with a practiced movement, hearing it clatter against the wall behind me. I flicked my fingers and released my stream of [Heart-Silver] from my inventory, manipulating it into the form of a spear that I grasped in my hand.

The weapon had shot toward me before Amanda had even spoken, its wielder sporting a fierce grin on his face as he rushed through the flames toward me. I looked at him and spotted a smiling figure, his muscular frame embraced by a blue shirt and silken pants, and he had a splash of fresh black hair that stopped just above his collar. He raised his hand and the sword returned to it, ripples of ice-cold emanating from it and clashing with the flames.

Without pausing, William swung his sword toward me, the flames posing no issues for him.

“Stone Grasp,” I said.

A hand made of stone appeared behind me, dragging me out of the way of William’s attack. The edge of the blade struck the ground with a clang, hard enough that I knew it would have hurt, though it wouldn’t have broken through the defensive symbols of my new robes.

Before I could retaliate, a stream of water enveloped the flames, steam rising into the air as the deluge flew toward me, trying to sweep me off my feet. In response, I focused on the water, and the mana within, stealing portions of control from the person manipulating them. When it arrived, I gently stepped onto the torrent, walking across it with a smile. I’d taken just enough control to pass over the wave.

Six claws made entirely of flames blazed to life in front of me, Amanda grinning wickedly as William circled me from the right.

A glance to my left revealed the last of the attackers.

Roxxy Shermaine’s blonde hair dripped with mana as she hopped over the flames and into view. She’d donned a blue and silver robe, denoting her affinities for water and connection. Though her talent for connection was more powerful, she’d always trained in water more.

Which was why I jumped off the wave immediately, not trusting my ability to wrest control from her for more than a few seconds.

Amanda, William, and Roxxy had me cornered.

“I should have known,” I narrowed my eyes at the group. “Gold was being way too subdued to not be planning something.”

The puffer preened on Amanda’s shoulder, proud that he’d managed to fool me. Of course, my friends weren’t actually attacking me. Well, they were, but it wasn’t an unexpected event.

Mana was alive, and only by connecting with the motes on a primal level could magicians engage with them and practice magic. Right now, fire mana was my companion, but only on a superficial level. Strangers could only become friends by relating to each other and getting to know one another.

A more of fire mana enjoyed meditation as much as its brethren, but equally important were flames of passions, and blazes of glory. Magicians had to embody what fire mana considered to be essential for it to connect with them.

The heat of battle was a concept they could relate to very intimately.

“You lost the element of surprise,” I tilted my head, my lips curling into a smile. “I hope you’re prepared for the consequences.”

A shiver ran down the spines of William and Amanda, but two domes of stone appeared around them without warning, trapping them within. Earth creation was one of my strongest abilities, and months of practicing how to create shapes at whim had allowed me to expand my repertoire of attacks.

Roxxy was the only one unaffected by my spell. She had flooded the floor with water mana, the mana acting like a stopper to my own earth mana, wresting away control of the domain from me and preventing me from creating a dome around her. The water mana was easily pushed aside, and it was a tactic that wouldn’t work a second time, but she didn’t need it to.

I saw Roxxy’s grin brighten, her eyes lighting up with excitement.

With a gesture, she sent several spikes of water careening toward me, each one churning as they absorbed the heat of the flames around them. I raised my hand, stopping them in midair as I vied for control over them. One of the spikes got close enough to tap my hand with its tip, and a bead of sweat dripped down my forehead.

“Nice try,” I said.

Roxxy’s smile didn’t disappear. “Thanks. You, too.”

I jumped back at her words, but it was too late. Silver light exploded from within the spike, pushing the water mana aside and revealing a stream of connection mana that had been hidden within it.

The silver mana caught me in its grasp, and my body froze. Roxxy couldn’t freeze people at a whim, she wasn’t that skilled yet, but a connection had formed between us during our time together, and she used that link to send a flood of memories into my mind, disrupting my thoughts and movements.

Wow. This vanilla ice cream is delicious. I can’t tell Andross, though, or he’ll get a big head and tell me how it’s the best flavor again.

I wonder if Amanda liked the comb I bought her. She seemed like she really wanted her hair to look nice today.

As each thought doused my mind, I struggled to concentrate on the opponent in front of me. Roxxy was immobilizing me with inane thoughts and memories. I raised my hand, and my silver spear shot out toward Roxxy, but her eyes glowed bright silver, and my concentration slipped as she strengthened the connection between us.

Seduce? Seduce?! Seduce my butt! This is why I don’t talk to you, Mum. It’s all about connections, no matter what the cost is. Well, I won’t do it. Andross is my friend, not someone to be used.

The connection snapped shut as a flood of water pushed against my chest, drenching me in an instant and sending me flying toward the right wall of the cultivation room.

“You weren’t meant to see that one.” Roxxy panted, sweat dripping down her forehead and mixing with the waves of water gathering around her.

“I didn’t see a thing,” I lied. A smile crossed her lips at my words.

The stone dome around William shattered as she spoke, icy shards dropping to the floor, but as he stepped out, I could tell that Roxxy breaking the connection hadn’t been planned. Normally, connection mana would allow her to incapacitate me, but it would also immobilize her while she used it. That would have given William and Amanda time to finish me off, but they’d broken out too late.

Molten stone dripped onto the floor as Amanda tore through the dome around her, Agni and Gold chirping cheekily as they took to the air. They settled on a ledge above us, looking down at our battle with excitement.

They weren’t the only ones watching. I could feel the mana around me buzzing with excitement, each mote gathering around us to watch the battle. The flames were twisting around us to form an audience. Walls of fire battered against our vision, bright and terrifying, but also calming and familiar.

“Earthen spear,” I said.

Dozens of stone spears gathered around me as I activated my skill, and I shot them toward my friends. Each one flew true, guided by a mixture of the system and my magic to strike at their hearts. Or in this case, their arms and legs.

William tore through the spears with his sword like they were butter, but four escaped his grasp and stabbed into his limbs. They shattered on contact, the fabric of his silken shirt tearing and revealing turquoise-blue crystals growing underneath his skin.

With a bellow he leapt forward, joined by Amanda’s fire claws and Roxxy’s water spikes, each attack careening toward me and gathering momentum with each passing millisecond.

If they hit me, I would lose.

“Mana Vitality, Mana Sanctuary.”

Golden light flooded the area as I spoke, and the mana around me faltered as the authority of a higher power enveloped them. The golden light spilled over the attacks and William, and with a single downward push of my palm each of them collapsed onto the ground, water and flames splashing over the groaning rich boy as his face smacked against the floor.

A single claw and spike broke through the sanctuary I’d created, and I spread my arms out, allowing them to strike me without pause.

They stabbed into my robes and skin, and then scattered as my [Mana Vitality] absorbed the damage, taking a chunk of my mana with it. For any other magician, deflecting their attacks would have cost them half of their mana pool. For me, it was just a small bucket taken from the ocean.

“Water manipulation.”

My words struck the air with a regal majesty, each one enhanced by the properties of the golden mana around me. Water exited my inventory by the ton, an entire lake appearing above me. On my own, I could only control a tenth of what I was currently wielding. But that was through sheer willpower. Using the golden mana within me, I could control far, far more.

It was the power and authority of the divines. And it was mine to wield.

I threw my hands forward, and the water smashed against Amanda. Walls of flames appeared in front of her, each faltering and exploding in a bath of steam as my unstoppable attack flew toward her. A head of blonde hair blocked her path as Roxxy stepped in front of her, willing the water to stop.

For a moment, willpower, fire, and water all clashed.

The water froze, partially because of Roxxy’s efforts, and partially because of Amanda’s flames. Beads of fire had appeared around her, each spouting fountains of fire mana to support her in battle. Together, they could hold me back indefinitely, but only while I was manipulating water.

With my divine mana, I could easily call to earth mana to aid me in my battle without breaking my concentration. Even using metal magic would be possible, where it hadn’t been before.

But that wasn’t why I was here today. Instead, I drew my strength from another source.

I called upon the fire mana that surrounded me.

Burn, warm, heat.

[Mana Communication] was instinctual, as though I were speaking out loud, but its basis wasn’t the thoughts I held, but the concepts within them. I called to the flames with my emotions and my knowledge, showing them that we were on the same page.

A response swept through me instantly.

Hot, joy, consume.

The fire mana around me danced with passion as it was swept up in my emotions. Driven by the appearance of its mortal enemy, water, and inflamed by the vigor of battle the red lights swept over me and through me, the influence of my divine mana ceasing to hold them back as they established a connection within my very soul.

Earth had called to me, water had swum next to me, but fire was its own beast. It crackled with power that was impossible to grasp, yet when I tried it slipped easily into my reach, a weapon and giver that wanted to be used for battle.

Play, strike, consume.

Each of the motes of fire mana rushed toward me, pouring their thoughts and intentions into my being. And I let them. A surge of emotions and power crossed through me. It was mine. It was theirs. It was ours.

Within the swirling tide, a single drop fell deep into my soul and stationed itself in my mind. Pulsating with power, it illuminated the dark void, revealing the earth, metal, and water symbols within. Each one activated, sending out ripples of energy to counteract and overwhelm the newcomer into their domain.

The fire symbol fought back, playfully, energetically, and loudly.

Then, it hit me.

Power overwhelming.

For a moment, my connection with the element was absolute.

With a sweep of my hand, the flames on the side of the room paused and then shifted, gathering toward me, passing through Roxxy and Amanda to do so. When I gestured with my other hand, the fire mana on the other side of the room gathered, and all around me flames glimmered with powerful light, praising the newly formed connection. A smile crossed my lips as I heard it communicate with me. Flame and flesh were one as I directed them toward Roxxy, the sole obstacle holding back my wave of water.

The flames around me formed tendrils of fire, one hundred ribbon-like limbs fluttering with deadly malice over my vision.

Each appendage burst to life around Roxxy, flying toward her with overwhelming fire mana within the cultivation room. Dozens of tendrils merged to become four pillars, and those four pillars flew in a cacophony of flames and embers toward Roxxy, causing her eyes to widen and her concentration to slip.

The moment she hesitated, I struck out with my wave. Water crashed into Amanda and Roxxy, soaking the two girls, and the pillars of fire dissipated, celebrating their victory as the mana flew back into the air.

One of us.

The moment of pure elemental connection dissipated, leaving a hint of itself behind within me.

Just as it had when I’d unlocked my other elements, the moment of attuning to the element of fire had given me a boost beyond my regular means, and beyond those dictated by the System. Now, it was leaving, but I would always remember the feeling it had given me, and I would work toward it.

“I did it,” I whispered. “Finally.”

Roxxy and Amanda were still spluttering, the water knocking them to the ground, but William got up immediately, ignoring the golden mana holding him down, though I could see it took some effort.

I gave him a curious glance and he shrugged.

“The wisest choice was to pretend to be downed. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be an intense enough battle,” he said.

The flames chittered at his words, agreeing with him. I raised my hand and the golden mana released by Mana Sanctuary returned to me. My battle with Yeux had revealed that within its domain my coordination with my elements was absolute, allowing me to wield them simultaneously and in greater numbers than when I was holding back.

What I didn’t expect was for the flames to come back to me as well. Each one across the room swirled around me as I focused on bringing the remaining mana back toward me, and despite my surprise, I let them follow, guiding them through the room instinctively.

[You have unlocked the skill: Fire Manipulation.]

I blinked in surprise as the blue box appeared in front of me. This, I hadn’t expected.

A dark shadow flitted through the flames toward me and then raised its wings as it descended onto my shoulder. Gold’s talons dug into my robe gently and I felt him plop down next to my ear, chittering happily.

Congratulations. Good job.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said, giving him a scratch on the ear. “I couldn’t have done it without everyone’s help.”

Gold replied immediately.

Me. Invaluable.

“You know it,” I replied.

William joined me as I dispersed the flames, allowing them to return to their sources within the room. The first thing I did was bring out my texting regent to send a message to Gerial. My fellow Marked one would be over the moon.

“Look at that, you didn’t even need me,” Gerial said.

I jolted, almost dropping the regent in my hands, and looked to the side. There was nothing there. Except, there was. It was slight, but there was a faint shimmer in my Mana Sense, as though a veil had been placed over the world.

“You were here the whole time.” I almost smacked myself on the forehead.

Gerial had been hiding among the flames, using the heatwaves to mask his invisibility.

“I was getting ready to jump in and really spice things up,” Gerial said. He raised his hand and revealed a palm crackling with electricity. Unlike normal lightning, his arcs were sporadically tainted with gold and purple, each sparking dangerously as they came into contact with reality.

It was enough to make me shiver at the sight of it.

“Maybe it’s better that you didn’t,” I said.

“Ha.” Gerial closed his palm and the lightning disappeared. “So, this means we need to have another attunement celebration! Oh, but you’re officially a Marked one now. So, we need to announce it to the world. Then, there’ll be a day of celebration, followed by a week of yet more celebrations. Not to mention dozens of hours of tedious political dinners.”

“Divines, no.” I held my hands up in surrender. “Anything but that.”

“As you will, holy Marked one.” Gerial didn’t hide his smirk as I squirmed with embarrassment. “We still need to celebrate. What do you want to do?”

I paused. That was a good question. There was so much I could do now, and so much that I had access to. If I wanted, I could arrange to be teleported across the world. Or I could go to my parents and jump into their joyful arms. Then again, I saw my parents most days. Today, I would do something special with my friends.

Roxxy had woven the water out of her and Amanda’s robes, and William and Gerial looked none the worse for wear. My four friends had gathered around me, all looking fresh as daisies thanks to magic.

Yeah, I knew what I wanted to do.

“I want to explore Death.”


3 WHEN I SAID I WANTED TO SEE DEATH, THIS ISN’T WHAT I MEANT


Death was a morbid name for a beautiful city. A hundred thousand glimmering lights shone in the darkness of the night, revealing a thriving nightlife not unlike that of Earth, but also far different in many respects. Buildings as tall as skyscrapers touched the sky, each reaching out toward the Eye as though beckoning it down toward them, and hundreds of thousands roamed the streets, each person wielding power that would be respected in any other part of the world.

Above us, Gold and Agni flew through the air, enjoying the various regents that flew among them, as well as several magical animals, one of which looked suspiciously like a cat with wings.

Amanda’s hand flew toward my cheek and pushed against it. I glanced at her curiously, and she stepped back, eyeing my face intently, and then nodding.

“Your mask was slipping,” she explained.

“Ah, thanks.” I adjusted it instinctively, even though she’d just done so.

I hadn’t just gone into the city without proper protections in place. I wasn’t worried about my safety, not in this city, but being seen as a divine figure by the entire population came with its drawbacks. So, I donned my mask and activated its enchantments to hide my features and mana. If anyone looked at me with magical senses, all they’d see was a black hole. Unfortunately, it could no longer block the one being I wanted to hide from the most, but I felt a wave of comfort as I touched its porcelain-like material.

To my surprise, I wasn’t the only one donning a mask. They were commonplace among the populace, though most wore the bronze and silver masks of the various guilds and companies.

“The average magician has six thousand mana,” Roxxy said. “How many do you think break that rule here?”

I glanced around, trying to gauge the mana levels of the people passing by. I had to do it instinctively since using my Mana Sense in this Death City was a guaranteed headache inducer. There was simply too much mana in the air to concentrate when I had the skill activated.

“At least two out of every twenty of them,” William replied. “I’d say most reach that limit naturally when born here, but not many pass it. There’s only so much mana that a body can handle without a bloodline or proper practice.”

“We’ve had our senses warped by Koshima Academy,” I said.

“Yeah, we’re special,” Roxxy agreed. “Thanks for saying it so I didn’t have to.”

I shook my head at her words and heard Amanda chuckle. Roxxy wasn’t lying. Amanda, William, and Roxxy had put up a good fight against me, a feat that was considered impossible for almost all of the people in this world. It was hard to understand the differences between them and the standard person, let alone the differences between my guards and the average being.

Then, there was me and Gerial.

“It’s a big world out there. Don’t lower your guard, even in common areas,” Gerial said.

We glanced at him, or rather, we looked at the empty space where Gerial was meant to be. Like always, he had his invisibility activated while in public. I knew he was used to being unseen and preferred it that way. Even his golem disguise was set aside most times.

As we walked through the city of Death I looked around and marveled at the wonders present. Each light was a regent or naturally magic material. Orbs etched with symbols worth a fortune sat upon ornate metal poles, spilling out light into the surroundings, and the mana was thick enough that I could see several motes floating around us, popping into existence naturally.

There was a massive building carved entirely from water that Roxxy beamed at. I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but the water was flowing freely within certain boundaries, each layer overlapping to form an elemental decahedron.

Within it, I could see several people fighting, their shapes blurs.

“The arena of Death,” Gerial said, appointing himself our designated tour guide. “They give you a glimpse of what’s inside, but if you want to see it up close, you need to pay a silver coin.”

I could see that the marketing was working. Hundreds gathered around the building and were watching through its blurry water walls. Yet more were waiting in line to get inside.

“We could go there and fight. I’m sure we’d earn some good coin with the right bets,” William said, his eyes gleaming with money making strategies.

“What would my parents say?” I replied. “Well, my dad probably wouldn’t be against it.”

At the mention of my parents, I smiled. I had sent them a quick series of texts to let them know I was okay, just like I did every day. Attuning with fire was added in almost as an afterthought, but I could swear I heard my father’s joyful shouting from the Eye. And my mother’s usual gentle and knowing smile entered my mind, an exact replica of what she’d be doing in real life.

“Two Marked ones bullying non-divines in an arena.” Amanda shook her head. “Think of the scandal.”

“Why am I included in that?” Gerial protested.

“If Andross participates, then you’d do it, too,” William was the one to reply. “After all, it’s good fun.”

Gerial didn’t deny it, and I could feel a small smile crossing his invisible features.

Passing the arena and crowds we quickly found ourselves in new districts. One was a variety of magical curios and shops, each glowing brightly in the night as people perused their wares. Another held a building with several swirling portals inside, each leading to a different area via the nexus world. The building pulsated just like the nexus did, breathing steadily as people entered its halls.

Soon, we reached the destination I’d had in mind.

“This is where you wanted to go?” Gerial asked.

His voice was a whisper as the atmosphere turned solemn. We’d reached the divine district, a location that housed all of the churches of the divines, and the sounds of the crowds completely disappeared as various symbols activated around us to keep the noise restricted.

Six grand structures entered my view, each one radiating a power deeper than the physical and yet different from magic and symbols. Faith reverberated across the walls, demonstrated by the voices of the people surrounding each building. Some were bowed in prayer. Others knelt in piety. Several simply stared, questions of life and death swirling within their minds.

Fue, Crijik, Vita, Mehta, Ength, and Inné.

Each divine had a church that represented their faith. The city of Death was the center of power for the church of the Crijik, but that didn’t mean that the others weren’t present. Each of the churches operated in harmony, except for the church of Artus, which had no place among their cities.

The Crijik’s church was a massive eye with rippling tendrils of darkness and shadow that enveloped its sides. It was large enough to hold ten thousand people with ease, and as it gazed down on me, I shivered. Next to it was a grand structure composed of wings and golden eyes looking down at us, equal in size despite belonging to another religion. Fue’s church radiated calm and dignity, and I could see Gerial’s eyes glued to it.

Vita and Mehta were intertwined, life and nature undergoing symbioses as plants and dirt formed the foundations of their churches, with animals and various flora grazing in contentment and harmony among a sea of grass. It looked as though someone had placed an entire forest within the city, a domain completely detached from the surroundings despite being a part of them.

Ength’s church was a mass of pillars and lights that vaguely resembled a symbol, though I could tell it wasn’t one due to the lack of life and pressure it gave off.

“I should probably visit Mehta’s church sometime,” Amanda said.

Amanda gazed at the forest of trees with mixed feelings. Her family were followers of Mehta, though I’d never seen her practice the church’s teachings except for taking her shoes off when inside.

“There are a lot more people here than usual,” Gerial noted. “At least twice as many. I’d even say three times more.”

I followed his gaze, and the others followed my lead. Ength’s church was surrounded by hundreds of people, none of whom I could sense magic from. That was never an odd sight, except for in this city. In the outside world most people didn’t wield magic, in Death, it was rare to see someone who didn’t.

“Symbologists,” I said, making the connection immediately.

Ength was the divine of symbols, and upon its descent symbols had manifested for the first time. The divine was also the creator of monsters, though that was an unfortunate side effect.

Hundreds of symbologists gathered in one place was…strange, to say the least. In this world, symbologists weren’t just equals to magicians. They were monsters in their own right.

“Why are they here?” I asked.

My friends all turned to stare at me, and a blush flushed across my cheeks as I realized what I’d missed.

“Oh, right, me.”

“Yes, you.” Roxxy stepped up next to Amanda and jabbed at my chest. “Look, you’re a super important person. It should be written on your chest so that you don’t forget.”

“Ugh, please don’t,” I replied.

“I think it’s a wise idea,” William quipped, his eyes glimmering with mischief. “You do tend to forget it a lot. I mean, you’re talking to us like you’re a regular person.”

“And you eat like a regular person, too,” Gerial added.

“Plus, you don’t have a divine fashion sense,” Amanda piled on. “Which my books told me was a thing that is totally real. Plus, you don’t even have tentacles. You’ve crushed my dreams, Andross.”

A single chirp of agreement came from above me and I looked up to see Gold disappearing into the crowd of birds and other animals that surrounded Vita’s and Mehta’s church.

Et tu, Gold?

“I get it, I get it,” I waved their words back with my hand. “I should be treating you all terribly. From now on, I will steal all of your ice cream.”

Despite my cavalier words, I couldn’t help but glance at the gathering of symbologists once again. Every church had a mass of people surrounding it, and even more people inside them. People from all walks of life were allowed inside without discrimination, and only one was empty.

“But that place is empty.” Roxxy pointed at the final church.

“Inné’s church?” I asked.

The final church’s structure was surprisingly simple, a single building much like any other seen around the world.

“That’s because Inné’s ascension is happening this year,” William said. “When a Marked one reaches the age of twenty-four, everyone that can make the pilgrimage toward Inné’s city, War, is already well on their way there. Even a new Marked one can’t draw them away from their responsibilities for long. After all, ascensions can be…explosive. They need all the help they can get to make sure nobody gets hurt.”

I shivered at his choice of words. The ascension. Most believed that the divines were trying to enter the physical world through a vessel. Others believed that the Marked ones were ascending into a higher form.

Like a human battery, the Marked ones were filled with mana until they burst.

“Inné, the human divine, has more devout followers than most, except for Fue,” William said. “People like the idea that he ascended from this world into the ranks of divinity. Even his church is a replica of the house he grew up in.”

Can a human truly become a divine? I wondered.

Inné’s story was more fairytale than myth. Most couldn’t agree that he had even existed, let alone prove that he had become a divine. All they knew was that at some point every person in the world had received a single cut on their body, tiny and harmless, but a sign that a new divine had been made present.

The rumors of his humanity had stemmed from his Marked one. Inné’s son, also named Inné, had been Marked, as had his son, and their son afterward. It was an endless cycle of a single family of Marked ones, unchanged by time and unphased by coincidence. All of their Marked ones bore a son, and that son would eventually take the mantle their father held.

“There’s still a lot of people, even if we take out the followers of Inné,” I said.

“The advent of an eight Marked one is unprecedented,” William said. “As much as I like to joke about it, you should take this seriously.”

I glanced at my friend, surprised by his change in tone, but I could see him staring at the crowds and growing concerned as he saw their abilities. As a person who mingled with the rich and powerful since birth, and the wielder of [Wisdom], William was privy to information that I couldn’t imagine.

William’s eyes and mind saw what mine and others couldn’t, even when we were looking at the same things.

“He’s right.” Gerial nodded, his invisible form moving to dodge incoming people.

“A thousand years ago Artus descended, causing the fall of civilization. Ten years later, Fue healed what had been broken, creating balance,” Gerial said. “Peace and destruction have fluctuated with the appearance of every new Divine. Humanity has tensed, and it has strained, but it has never broken. You, however, are a new factor. One that others fear can shatter that balance. Of course, it’s a big deal.”

I noticed his uncertainty. Even as a Marked one, he didn’t know what was going to happen. What could happen?

Throughout the history of Ioa, the existence of the Marked ones had always been a cycle. Seven descended. Seven ascended. Seven were born again. That number changed when a new divine descended, but the cycle itself was eternal and immutable. Every Marked one underwent Ascension at the age of twenty-five, dying, and each new Marked one descended onto the world after their predecessors passed away. So it was, and so it had always been, a ritual as old as the memory of time itself.

For the first time, that ritual was being disrupted.

Even in the center of a church’s power, there was uncertainty. I could see it in the eyes of the people I passed, and I felt it in the tension that permeated the air. People put on a brave front, but they couldn’t hide something this big. My existence was a powder keg, and nobody knew how large the explosion would be.

“Holy Fue!”

A gasp escaped Amanda’s lips, and I looked at her curiously. Then my emotions stirred as I saw her stricken face. She wasn’t looking at me, or even listening to Gerial. Instead, she was staring down at her texting regent, a string of words appearing on its surface and then disappearing.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Amanda looked up at me, surprise and elation replacing her worry.

“My mother just woke up from her coma.”


4 PEOPLE HAVE FOUND MY LACK OF TENTACLES GREATLY DISAPPOINTING


Nerves ran through me as I sat in the hospital waiting room, juggling a ball of flames in my hands. Amanda’s startling declaration had caused a pause in our conversation, followed by immediate congratulations. Her mother had been moved into a private location for healing by the church after an attempt had been made on Amanda’s brother’s life, but it hadn’t taken me long to find the information that she was being kept within Death itself. After all, a Marked one had given the order to have her healed by the best.

The last time I’d met Vivienne Mitra, the person I met had been a monster in disguise. The real Vivienne was being kept hidden by its magic, stored to provide its disguise with a physical component. I had no good memories associated with that face. But I’d still come along, dragged by Amanda.

The others had excused themselves out of respect, knowing that Amanda would like some alone time with her family. Gold chirped.

Pretty light. Touch.

Gold chirped.

The purple-feathered puffer kicked out with its long leg, seven talons reaching out toward the ball of fire. But as the first razor-sharp digit tapped the flames, they split into two, dancing out of his reach. Gold looked up at me with a hurt expression and I chuckled.

“Fire hurts, buddy, trust me when I say you don’t want to touch it,” I said.

I could manipulate the flames, but I wasn’t skilled enough to make them harmless to others. Amanda knew how to, of course, but I would have to ask her later.

She was busy talking to her mother.

Several magicians in white robes etched with eye motifs passed by me, though only because they had to. Each gave me a wide berth, skirting to the edge of the corridor. Most bowed so low that they bumped into others without realizing it. Even then, they didn’t dare to correct their posture. I could feel their stares and see their trembling eyes. At first, I thought they were looking at me like I was a zoo animal. Then like I was an opportunity. But neither were true. The low bows and the terrified gazes belonged to a different category.

They were looking at me like I was a god. One that could strike them down at the slightest insult.

I gave them all a smile and waved happily.

These were the doctors of Ioa, each proficient in life magic and other elements. The most common robes were white and light green, denoting the mana of life and the cleanliness of the hospital. Others wore a mixture of blue and light green, with water magicians being the second most prevalent in the area. Each was strong, for stronger than I’d imagined people in this position to be, and even the nurses were tin masks at the least.

They didn’t skimp out on this hospital, I thought.

The church’s duties had been drilled into me by Wahyu for the past month and even during my time at Koshima Academy. The cardinal made sure I knew every rank and section of the church, with an emphasis on the main duties.

Surprisingly, the Crijik’s tenets included a strong highlighting of the importance of hospitals. The Crijik was the divine of death, which one Marked one in the past had taken to mean having a strong mastery of life as well. Both were two sides of the same coin and that Marked one had been born with a strong life element. They were convinced that by mastering their life magic they could survive their ascension.

They hadn’t survived, but their teachings had.

That Marked one had fostered and trained hundreds of life magicians in the short time they’d lived, and those life magicians had gone on to create hospitals and train more magicians. Maintaining those structures was one of the many pressures placed on me.

“A single word from me could send them all crashing down if I wanted. Or I could order them to be the greatest priority again, diverting the church’s resources to building more hospitals and training more life magicians. No wonder they’re so scared of me,” I murmured to Gold. “Wouldn’t you be, if I held your livelihood and the life of countless others in my hands?”

Gold stared up at me and let out a series of sharp chirps.

No. Andross fine. Power good. Get greedy. Give more treats.

“Okay, it’s definitely a good thing that you’re not the Marked one.” I chuckled and reached into my inventory, bringing out a treat. Gold gobbled it up quickly, and I returned to juggling my ball of fire.

A second ball, this time made of water, accompanied it, and I found myself absorbed in the activity, allowing the feeling of being one with my new elements to distract me from the stares and bows. More of the hospital staff were appearing now, and I had a suspicion that they were taking extreme detours to pass by me.

Each one wanted to see the new Marked one that would be in charge of their fates.

“Would it be so bad to focus on hospitals?” I asked rhetorically. “It would save lives, probably well beyond my years. Even if I died at my ascension, knowing I did some good before I passed away would be enough for me to be content.”

Gold bobbed his head, looking at me expectantly for another treat. I gave it to him, and he puffed out his chest happily.

Symbols? he chirped.

“Maybe,” I replied. “But I think Ength’s church would be better suited for that.”

Wahyu had given me a brief overview of the history of the six churches. Each Marked one focused their church’s resources in a different area, usually in a quest to survive their ascension. The Marked one that had trained the life magicians and created hospitals had only done so because they’d been trying to reach new heights in that area of magic. Similarly, the other Marked ones usually created new advancements or changed society in ways that benefitted themselves.

Some changes succeeded in helping the world in ways the Marked ones couldn’t have expected. Others brought ruin where there had only been good intentions.

One Marked one of the Crijik had been convinced that the magic of non-divines was interfering with the ascensions, and so they’d started a project of housing all the people of the world to block off their mana interference. That had led to the church’s construction sections, which I’d helped with when at Koshima Academy.

Another Marked one had decided that the answer to survival lay in the unique symbols within monsters, creating the church’s monster hunting section to hunt them down. This led to the expansion of humanity itself into areas previously uninhabitable.

One had decided to slay the Marked ones of other divines, believing that the Crijik wanted death for all.

“If I wanted to, I could do the same as my predecessors,” I said. “I could focus all my attention on myself. Probably meaning I’d focus the resources of the church on training earth, metal, water, and fire magicians. But even then, I’d have to divert resources away from here. Or from other ventures.”

For most Marked ones, it just so happened that improving the entire world’s understanding of magic to aid themselves also helped advance the world.

They didn’t do it on purpose.

I was different. I’d gone through death once before, and now in my new life, I was comfortable and even happy. Since I was technically four years old, I had twenty-one more years of this happiness. I was content.

“So, content that I can use my time here to improve the people around me, instead of just using those resources on myself,” I said, much to Gold’s confusion.

I chuckled as the puffer pecked at my cheek, wanting an explanation. Instead, I scratched his neck and distracted him with a treat.

There were a few reasons why I wouldn’t go through with that plan. Or rather, why I wanted to figure out how to survive the ascension at the same time as helping others. For one, the running of the different sections of the church was mostly left to the twelve cardinals and numerous bishops and archbishops. They had years of experience and would live to see the changes they made, adjusting them along the way.

More importantly, I wasn’t the only Marked one that needed to survive. Gerial would face his ascension before I did, and I couldn’t accept that it might kill him. He was already like a brother to me, and I knew that he would overturn the world to help me.

I would at least do the same for him.

Two objects appeared in my hands, a bottle, and a branch. Both had lain in my inventory mostly unused, though not forgotten.

Inside the bottle was a single drop of condensed mana. Time magic. I could draw it out, day by day, and anything it touched would be frozen in time. Both literally and metaphysically, if I so wanted. I had been using it to freeze myself during the activation of my Mark, allowing my body to skip the pain it caused. Almost three years were held within the single bottle, and now that I wasn’t able to stop the pain of my mark from activating while I slept, I was trying to figure out how to use it to increase my chances of survival.

Next to the bottle I held the branch I’d received in the burning lake. It flickered with six different elemental attunements, each one shifting chaotically in and out of existence. Because it had infused with my own mana as part of its creation, I could use it to learn one of the attunements within. But I would need the branch to stabilize, losing my chance at learning the other elements. Once, I’d thought that the branch had been affected by my divine mana, giving it strange properties. Now, I knew that it had also been affected by the divine mana of Artus, the Marked one of Chaos.

The branch held the power of two divines, possibly the first object of its kind. Mere wood couldn’t contain that power easily, and I had been using my bottle of time to keep it stable until I could figure out what to do with it.

Soon, it would explode either way.

“Andross?” a soft voice touched my ears.

I looked up to see a pair of bright almond eyes gazing into mine. Amanda had a small tremor of water at the edges of her eyes, but a large smile tinted her features.

“My mum wants to meet you,” Amanda said. “I um, didn’t tell her who you were. Just what you did to help her.”

I drew the ball of fire and the ball of water into my inventory, placing them inside. The fire was kept within one of Amanda’s beads, generously provided to me for free. With a flutter of nerves I stood up, approaching the door to the private suite.

Why am I so nervous? I wondered.

Amanda’s mother had never met me before, so she couldn’t be disapproving. I’d also saved her life, but for some reason I felt like she might get angry at me.

The flapping of wings against my cheek broke up my tension and I looked to my side to see Gold huffing. He wanted to see Amanda’s mother and he didn’t appreciate my solemn attitude. I chuckled and opened the door, Amanda following close behind me.

Vivienne Mitra lay on a light brown and green bed, the colors of Mehta, the divine, and she cradled Agni in her hands lovingly. She looked healthier than when I’d last seen her, or rather, Oubliez’s illusion of her. White hair flowed down to her waist, healthy and vigorous despite the lack of pigment, and her skin was peachy where it had once been ghoulish, her almond eyes as bright and vibrant as Amanda’s.

“Oh, you’re the boy I’ve heard so much about,” she looked me up and down. “Amanda dear, you picked well. Of course you did, you inherited my good taste.”

“Mum!” Amanda’s tone was filled with panic.

I just smiled. I could see the playful look in Vivienne’s eyes, and I knew that she was just teasing her daughter.

“Andross Silver, lovely to meet you,” I said, holding out my hand to her.

“Yes, though this isn’t the first time you’ve seen my face.”

Vivienne took my hand, then used it to drag me in for a hug, ignoring my surprised flailing.

“Thank you for saving me. I would never have gotten free if not for you. Amanda made that very clear.”

“Rumors of my contribution were greatly exaggerated,” I replied, my humility bouncing off Amanda’s mother immediately as she waved it away with a gesture.

“So, she’s told me a lot about you.” Vivienne scrutinized me closely. “But Amanda is holding something back. I can tell.”

The sound of feet tapping nervously on the floor filled the air as Amanda hopped from side to side behind me. I could tell this was a sensitive subject. Marked ones were rare, to say the least, and their status led to many people changing personalities instantly when greeting them. People being kind and becoming their friends only to profit and obtain fame was a fear all Marked ones held.

Now, Amanda was worried about the same. She didn’t want her mother’s personality to change just because of my status.

“Are you two married?” Vivienne scrutinized me closely. “She’s not pregnant, is she?”

I froze, and a burst of chittering laughter escaped Agni’s beak as she heard Vivienne’s words.

“No. No, no. No, no…no,” I said.

My articulate sentence didn’t convince Amanda’s mother, who peered at me with even more suspicion than before. This time I could hear Gold’s chirping laugh as well, and I resisted the urge to smack my face in embarrassment.

“Oh, Fue.” Amanda covered her blushing face. “Why is that where your mind went? Couldn’t he just be a follower of Inné?”

“He doesn’t have the muscles for it, dear,” Vivienne responded with mirth.

Amanda’s words caught my attention. Inné and Mehta were opposed, in ways, since one divine represented war and the other nature. Nuanced takes of their relationship saw them as intersecting in a lot of ways, but some followers of both divines took a more drastic approach and disapproved of each other.

When it came to relationships, a follower of Mehta like Vivienne might disapprove of her daughter being with a follower of Inné.

“I’m a Marked one,” I said, cutting through the awkwardness.

It was like responding to a bomb with a nuke, but at least it would make everyone forget about the embarrassment. Mostly me. I wanted to forget.

Vivienne froze at my words, her eyes widening a fraction before turning suspicious. She glanced at Amanda, and then back at me, and then at Agni, who nodded her beak.

Amanda’s mother frowned. “You don’t have tentacles.”

“See!” Amanda shouted.

I sighed.

“Did Amanda read those Marked one books to you, too?” I asked.

Amanda loved books about Marked ones. And other tales. Unfortunately, they were almost all made up of lies. I didn’t shoot fire out of my eyes and divine lightning didn’t start pouring out of my pores the moment I was marked.

“Oh, no, deary, I’m the one who taught her to read. And she borrowed my books first,” Vivienne said, a tinge of pride in her voice. “I like to believe she inherited my love of good books.”

The last book Amanda read was called [I Found a Cheat Regent In A Dungeon And Now I’m The Strongest Guild Adventurer Who Hunts Monsters], I thought. I’m afraid of what your family thinks good taste is.

Amanda pinched my arm, and I held back a yelp. I rubbed my sore skin with a flash of annoyance. She’d been spending too much time with me and now it was like she could read my mind at times.

Her mother giggled at our antics, her confusion and disbelief shifting into something more normal because of her daughter’s actions.

“I suppose I should be seeing how Adam has been handling the estates in my absence.” Vivienne shifted the topic to her husband, seeing my discomfort. “And Alexis, too. How is he?”

An awkward silence fell over the room, but to my surprise it was broken quickly by Amanda’s smile.

“He woke up this morning,” she said. “Um, I have a lot to tell you about.”

Alexis woke up? I wondered.

I hadn’t known that. Amanda’s brother and I had a complicated relationship, to say the least. He’d tried to kill me, I’d put him in a coma. You know, the usual stuff.

Alexis Mitra had sworn fealty to a monster, and I’d slain it. So, that put a strain on any potential friendships as well. Also, he’d cost countless powerful families their futures by destroying the bloodlines of their heirs, giving them up to be cannibalized by the monster he’d gained his powers from. There was an argument to be had that he’d known how dangerous it was, and there was another that suggested he knew nothing of what he was doing.

Only he knew the truth.

“Woke up?” Vivienne’s expression turned serious. “Tell me everything.”

For the first time in a while, I took a backseat as a new topic dominated the conversation. Vivienne Mitra was newly recovered, but she was also a force of nature even in her weakened state. She pried out every detail of Alexis’ downfall and her husband’s reactions from Amanda, all while keeping the tone light and making sure she didn’t push her daughter too far.

When I’d first met Adam Mitra, I’d wondered how Amanda had become so well adjusted and kind. Seeing Vivienne’s care and love for her daughter, even in such a serious conversation, it was clear to me now where Amanda got her personality and cheer.

“So, my son allied with the monster that was holding me captive, and then managed to turn the entirety of Koshima’s noble houses against us?” Vivienne fell back into her pillow. “I see.”

“Dad’s been putting out most of the fires.” Amanda shuffled awkwardly, glancing at me.

She didn’t mention he was using my name to do so.

“And your grandfather took you in?” Vivienne pursed her lips. To my surprise, that fact seemed to hit her the hardest. “My dad didn’t fill your head with all that ‘war is glorious’ rhetoric, did he?”

Amanda shook her head, not letting out a peep. I brushed Gold’s feathers as I listened curiously. Amanda’s grandfather, the head of the Mitra household, was one of the biggest suppliers of fire mana to the frontlines of humanity. Countless guilds and companies relied on his beads of fire to maintain a foothold and survive in areas too dangerous for human habitation. Amanda was his true heir, the only Mitra member born with the ability to form the beads and cultivate the skill necessary to do so.

This was the first I’d heard of him loving war, but Amanda tended to only focus on the positives.

“Well then, I suppose I should get out of here and see that foolish son of mine,” Vivienne said, making a move to pull off her blankets and rush out the door.

She was stopped by Amanda and Agni.

“No.” Amanda and the Phoenix pushed Vivienne back down gently. “We’re going to go see Alexis. You stay here. They told me you needed more rest.”

Vivienne sighed, her vibrant features growing gaunt. She’d kept up a brave façade for her daughter, but the reminder of rest had caused it to fade away.

“Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “Please, tell Alexis I’m here and love him.”

“Of course.” Amanda nodded. “And so that you don’t get bored, I brought you a book!”

Amanda gestured and a book appeared in her hand from her inventory. I took a look at the title and gulped.

[I—The Strongest Sword Divine—Reincarnated and Created a Harem Of My Enemies. Now, I Will Storm the Monsters Castle and Save the World.]

Vivienne took it in her hands and clasped it lovingly.

“It’s brilliant,” Vivienne said.

I shivered. I’d never understand their taste in books, although I was happy that they had a hobby they enjoyed so much.

There was a brief moment between the family as they hugged, and I slipped outside to let them have it in peace. A quick question to an extremely nervous silver-masked doctor helped me find out where Alexis was being kept. Normally, that was private information, but being a Marked one had its perks.

When Amanda left the room, she was teary-eyed with joy, and Agni had hopped onto her head, chirping in conversation with Gold the entire time as we walked toward a section deeper within the hospital. Guards had started appearing now, each plainly visible to deter any actions against the patients within. I didn’t know who was being treated in this area, or how many people there were in general, and I didn’t care enough to ask. Alexis was here because he was under threat of assassination, so I could only assume that the rooms we passed had people with similar worries within.

None of the guards stopped me, and several stared in surprise and devotion. A couple bowed low, though most were careful to keep their eyes on the surroundings despite the distraction that my presence caused.

“It feels so weird,” Amanda whispered to me.

“I know, right?” I replied. “No wonder Gerial likes to stay invisible.”

Being the subject of so much attention was starting to get to me. Everywhere I looked people were gazing at me, and everywhere I didn’t look was the same. In front of me, behind me, and to my sides, I couldn’t stop the stares.

“If you wanted to, could you order them to empty the area?” Amanda asked, curiosity tinging her words.

“Probably, but that would be going too far. These people are doing their jobs, it’s not their fault a living divine decided to visit a patient,” I said. “Not that I think I’m a living divine.”

I expected to hear hisses of surprise from the nearby guards and doctors at my words, but none of them reacted. There was a strange thought in my mind that there was a framework by which Marked ones had to act. Like they were gods, and others were mere mortals.

Gerial had said that wasn’t true. Marked ones didn’t have to act like a divine, they simply were divine.

Technically, any of my words were now law. Even my actions. If I said I thought I wasn’t a living divine, then everyone accepted it. Or if I wanted to be nice and humble, then people would accept it. Heck, even if I said apples were yellow, everyone would accept it.

I didn’t follow a framework. I created it by existing.

“We’re here,” I said, spotting Alexis’ private room.

Amanda hesitated, but I gave her a gentle nudge in the back, the soft fabric of her robes folding inward as I dug a little too hard. She had to be the first one through the door this time. It was her brother, after all, and I wasn’t sure how he’d react to me being the first visitor to walk into his room. The last time he’d been conscious I’d crushed him with a rock.

“Okay, okay, stop tapping me,” Amanda said.

“Tapping you?” I asked.

I glanced to my side and saw Gold nudging his talons gently into Amanda’s shoulder, mimicking my push. The puffer looked up at me innocently and flapped his wings at my glare.

The sound of a deep breath interrupted any words I was going to say as Amanda pushed the door open, a loud bang reverberating across the ward as it swung into the wall.

“Who’s there?” A startled voice called out, a hint of fatigue hidden behind the surprise.

Alexis Mitra had shot up from his sleep, his eyes wide as his dazzling fire-red hair peeked out of his scalp, cut down to the length of a few inches and somehow stylish despite his lack of care.

When he spotted Amanda, his wide eyes grew tearful, and he shrunk back, fearful of what her reaction would be to seeing him.

“A-ah, you were told I woke up,” he stammered.

Amanda barreled into him and hugged him so fiercely I thought she would send him back into a coma. Her brother hesitated, then wrapped his arms around her and returned the hug.

A single chirp broke through the silence, and Agni flapped her wings happily at Alexis from her perch in Amanda’s hair.

Alexis looked up at the Phoenix in surprise.

“Agni? You’re here?” Alexis’ eyes widened. “I thought— I saw you— How? You were in chains. And weren’t you bigger? Wait, no. Maybe that was just a dream. It just seemed so real.”

I stared at him, his words buzzing through my mind and conjuring a memory of the recurring dream I’d been having. A lone Phoenix was being chained down by an unbeatable force.

The words escaped my mouth before I could stop them.

“What did you just say?” I asked.


5 WHO YOU GONNA CALL?


My words echoed across the room and Alexis’ confused and tired eyes fell on me. The former Mitra heir detached himself from his sister, tilting his head as he took in my appearance. A faint glimmer of recognition sparked to life within his eyes, and he pushed a hand against his forehead as though trying to hold back a headache.

“You’re…Andross?” Alexis switched his gaze from me to Amanda, and then back to me. “What are you doing here?”

“I brought him,” Amanda said, stepping back.

Guilt swept through me as I interrupted the reunion between brother and sister, but what Alexis had said surprised me. A Phoenix in chains. That was too similar to my dream to be a coincidence.

Alexis blinked in surprise as Amanda looked determined to have me here, and I saw a glimpse of the proud person I knew within the boy. As far as he knew he was still the heir of a noble household, and I was just an ordinary person. When he looked at me, I could see his emotions reflected on his face, and they didn’t care for me at all. Not at such a crucial time.

It wasn’t condescension in his eyes, so much as indifference that I saw.

“You should answer him,” Amanda said, glancing at me and tucking a strand of fiery hair behind her ear. “He looks goofy, but he wouldn’t interrupt us without a good reason.”

There’s something off about that first part of the explanation, I thought.

“Huh,” Alexis looked back at Amanda, and then down. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

“No!” Amanda gaped at him.

I sighed and rubbed the ridge of my nose in exasperation. “Why does your family keep asking that?”

“Just had to check,” Alexis spread out his open palms innocently. “I thought you might be asking since a new person could be having trouble unlocking the bloodline.”

Huh. That…made a lot of sense.

My contemplative expression was cut off by a swift hand as Amanda chopped the air in front of me, breaking my train of thought.

“I’m not pregnant,” she huffed. “Geez.”

Agni and Gold chirped with laughter, but I could tell the Phoenix’s heart wasn’t in it. She leaned in toward Alexis, just as curious as I was, though Amanda couldn’t see it with the bird nestled on her head.

The bed sheets crumbled as Alexis rose to his full height, which was surprisingly tall for a boy his age. He was already looking much healthier than when I’d last seen him, though that had been when he’d been crushed under a boulder and filled with pockmarked skin as though a monster had taken several bites out of his body.

“So, you were asking about a Phoenix?” Alexis said. “I don’t remember much. It all just seems like a dream. T-the monster—that’s what they told me it was when I woke up—they did something to me. They connected my bloodline and awakened it. But I was supposed to get a Phoenix and I didn’t.”

I nodded, and I saw Amanda looking pensive beside me. Nobody knew how the monster Oubliez had unlocked bloodlines, which was just an innate power of theirs, unique to the monster itself, but everyone knew the consequences.

The fact that Alexis hadn’t unlocked a Phoenix when he’d unlocked his bloodline was the first major clue that something was amiss.

“You didn’t get a Phoenix because it was chained up?” Amanda asked, curiosity replaced with worry.

The Mitra household had a reputation for being powerful, and part of that came from the fact that each of their awakened bloodline members was paired with a Phoenix.

If their Phoenixes were chained, then the entire household could be plunged into chaos.

“No, it was too powerful to be stolen from,” Alexis said with certainty. “I think the monster’s magic tried to establish a full connection but even in chains, the Phoenix dismissed the monster’s attempts. I don’t really know much about connection magic, but I remember the monster trying to reach out. If the monster had touched it’s flames or feathers, it was sure a bloodline could have been taken from the Phoenix. But that Phoenix looked too big to be the kind that our household receives. It was the size of planets.”

“A spirit,” I said.

The siblings turned to stare at me, and yet the only gaze I saw was Agni’s. She didn’t look surprised by the conversation, only saddened. Within the beady red orbs, I saw a glimmer of recognition and a hint of secrets.

I would have to ask her about it later.

“That’s what we call the Phoenixes, yes,” Amanda said.

I shook my head. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

“You meant the original,” Alexis was the one to reply. “The giver of the bloodline.”

Long ago, I’d discussed the origins of bloodlines to try and figure them out. Monsters could grant bloodlines. That much I knew for certain. But monsters had only existed since Ength’s descent, and magic had been present far before that. Whether bloodlines had also been present was a contentious topic, especially since they were essentially advanced symbols, but if they had, it meant that something else had the ability to give bloodlines. Something powerful.

Those bestowers were known as spirits.

Of course, I wouldn’t know if spirits were even real or not if I hadn’t met two of them. I glanced at Agni and Gold. Even Professor Black seemed to be surprised at Gold’s existence. It is, as far as anyone knows, unique.

Despite not being able to read my thoughts, Gold puffed up with pride and cocked his head smugly.

Spirit Communication was a skill I’d obtained from my class that allowed me to communicate with both birds. And Gold himself had a spirit tag attached to him by the System.

“I don’t know if those old folk tales are true,” Alexis said. “But it sounds like you know more about this than I do. I only got a glimpse, the tiniest one, when I had my bloodline forcibly unlocked. If you’ve seen more or heard more, then I suggest you go to the source and ask them about it again.”

His tone was apologetic, but certain. Alexis glanced at his sister, and I saw a flicker of fear and worry cross his features. Not because of his words, but because he was isolated in a hospital, and nobody would tell him where he was.

I’d pushed a newly awakened patient too hard, and I wouldn’t make that mistake twice.

“I should leave you two to your reunion,” I said. As I stepped toward the door, dragging a reluctant Gold with me, I created a series of signals with my hands.

There was a slight shift in the air as I sensed a response from my guards, and I nodded. They would put someone here to watch over Amanda while she talked with her brother. This was still the boy who had stolen dozens of bloodlines in the name of a monster in order to gain power.

As I left, I saw the protection wasn’t necessary. Alexis had only love in his eyes, and tears now that he was alone with family to show them.

It’ll be up to him to get out of this situation. And to make up for what he did. But I hope he does, for Amanda’s sake.

The corridors passed by quickly and Gold chirped, his dulcet bird tones mired with curiosity.

Phoenix. Big. When see?

“In a dream,” I replied. “One I didn’t remember until it was mentioned.”

Gold stared at me like I was crazy, and I didn’t blame him. The puffer huffed, and sat down, digging his feathers into my robe.

“I’m telling you the truth.” I held my hands up placatingly. “Alexis was right, if I want to figure it out, I have to go to the source.”

You are. Source.

Gold replied.

“Exactly,” I nodded, “which means I know just who to call on.”
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I woke up in a sweat, pain coursing through me as my mark activated.

[Mark of the Crijik has activated.]

[Your manapool’s maximum mana count has increased.]

[Mana: 33,820 -> 33,870]

“Ugh,” I moaned.

Today my room was empty except for a single puffer snoring atop his perch, a fact I was grateful for because it gave me time to wade through a series of blue boxes that all vied for my attention.

“You really don’t like being ignored, do you?” I asked the System.

It didn’t reply. Well, not with a voice anyway.

[Earth Creation (VI) has reached level 5.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 3.]

[Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 9.]

[Pain Tolerance(V) has reached level 5.]

[Pain Tolerance(V) has reached level 6.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 4.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 5.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 2.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 3.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 3.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 4.]

[Mana Communication(I) has reached level 5.]

[Mana Communication(I) has reached level 6.]

…

[Mana Communication(I) has reached level 8.]

[Mana Communication(I) has reached level 9.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 7.]

“Figures,” I said.

Mana Communication was a key skill for forming attunements with the elements. When unlocking my fire element, I communicated with it on a deeper level, sending the skill levels skyrocketing.

I could feel the strength of my skills growing with each level and rank up. Now that I had embraced my divine mana, and could use it freely, I was speeding through levels like they were entrees, my endless mana giving me an ocean to work with when all that was needed was a stream.

But the skill that had leveled the most was the one that had also given me the most trouble.

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 3.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 4.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 5.]

…

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 10.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 11.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 12.]

Being spammed by messages was all well and good, but I preferred my information to come in one batch.

“Status screen,” I said.

Name: Andross Silver

Class: Second Chance

Level: 1

Health: 100/100

Mana: 33,821/33,870

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 83

Wisdom: 11

Stamina: 8

Dexterity: 14

Available stats:

Class: 10% to any stat (unassigned)

Free stats: 10 (unassigned)

Skill list:

* Earth Creation (VI): Level 5

* Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 3

* Earthen Spear (II): Level 9

* Stone Grasp (II): Level 6

* Metal Manipulation (II): Level 4

* Water Manipulation: Level 3

* Fire Manipulation: Level 1

* Meditation (VI): Level 1

* Fear Tolerance (II): Level 3

* Pain Tolerance(V): Level 6

* Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

* Mana Manipulation (IV): Level 5

* Mana Sense (IV): Level 5

* Mana Affinity: Level 1

* Mana Vitality (II): Level 3

* Mana Sanctuary (II): Level 4

* Mana Communication(I): Level 9

* Spirit Communication (II): Level 7

* Symbol Inscription (II): Level 3

* Celestial Convergence: Level 1

* Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 12

I looked at my status screen with keen eyes. Normally, I avoided it. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the System, it was just something a little more unknown to me than other things. However, my training with my father to turn it into just another limb had paid off, and I scoured through its boxes and texts with ease.

My free stat points lay there unused as well as an amazing 10% bonus to a single stat, and in truth I wasn’t sure what I would use them on. It was a classic issue of decision paralysis, except my decision wasn’t tough because there were so many good options. Ten stat points just didn’t seem like much compared to my massive manapool. My skills also granted me vitality, in the form of formidable defenses, and I had little use for dexterity and stamina when I could fly myself to safety or change the terrain at will.

I’d asked Gerial about it once, and he’d just chuckled.

“Divines are above the system, so of course it’s tough for us to take it seriously.”

Above the System. I repeated his words in my mind.

What exactly was the System?

That was a widely debated topic, and Gerial had been confident that Marked ones were a tier above it. When it came to social interactions, he was awkward, but when it came to the duties and powers of Marked ones, he was one of the leading experts.

Which suggested to me that one of the divines had created the system. Well, that was a theory. Most didn’t even know if the divines existed or not. They simply chose to have faith.

I knew, mostly because one watched me every moment of the day.

“Maybe I’ll use the 10% boost on my mana, if that’s possible,” I said, noting that Gold had woken up and was glancing at me with sleepy eyes. “It could help me with my ascension, and extra mana wouldn’t hurt.”

In truth, there weren’t many times when I could use the extra mana, but that only meant that when I could, it would be vitally important. Like during my battle with Yeux.

“And my intelligence hasn’t increased despite my mark activating, I wonder why?” I wondered out loud. “After all, every few activations are meant to conjure an orb that enters my body and increases the stat.”

The soft whistles of Gold’s snores filled the air as the puffer pretended to fall back asleep, and I chuckled. Despite my words I knew exactly where the intelligence boosts were going. Straight into Gold’s beak. That was exactly where I wanted them to go. I had enough intelligence, and a few months’ worth of orbs wouldn’t make much difference to me in the long run.

Gold was different. The puffer was improving at a remarkable pace, especially with his symbology and shield creation. It was getting to the point where he’d far surpassed me, though I’d been making my own strides in the area.

Though with his unchanging attitude I wasn’t convinced that the orbs weren’t just going into his belly and disappearing.

“Okay, that’s enough teasing,” I said, jumping out of bed.

With a quick flick of my fingers I conjured six stone hands, each flying off into my closet and grabbing the different clothes I’d need for the day. I didn’t bother to move as I used magic to clean myself in an instant, water, earth, and fire all working in tandem with divine mana to scour my skin of any foreign matter. With a sigh of contentment, I manipulated several strands of metal to wrap around my robes, using the finer manipulation to dress myself with practiced movements. Then the metal wrapped around my sleeves, ready to be used at any moment in case I needed to defend myself.

If an ordinary magician saw my willfully excessive use of magic they’d have bawled tears, and most likely have been out of mana for the entire day.

I glanced back at the wooden perch. “Are you coming?”

Gold blinked, flapping his wings and chirping tiredly, as though he’d just woken up.

Me see. Agni. Go alone. Treat?

I threw him a treat which he gobbled up, and a second one that he clutched in his talons. That one would be for Agni to eat.

“Tell her I want to talk to her, if she’s willing,” I said.

Gold nodded and then flew to the window, pressing a symbol against it to open it and then ascending into the sky beyond. The morning sun hit brighter in the Eye, though the regents surrounding the megastructure blocked out the harmful rays, diluting them so that the brightness remained but without the urge to squint.

Magic was doing wonders for the world, and I could barely comprehend how it was possible, even after attuning to four different elements.

With a spring in my step, I made my way through the corridors.

William, Gerial, and Roxxy had spent the rest of the day in Death, exploring the city and its wonders. Amanda had, of course, stayed with her brother and mother, and I’d received a report that all three had been given permission to reunite. She’d spent the night in the hospital with them, and it was likely that she would spend more time there over the coming weeks.

I’d also received a gift, this one from Amanda. She’d used a recording regent to send a reaction to me in the form of a video. It was soundless, which seemed to be a common theme among regents, but in it I could see Alexis’ face widening in surprise, then disbelief, and finally, horror.

“Oh, good, she told him I’m a Marked one.” I nodded, laughing at the different expressions crossing her brother’s face.

I hadn’t told her that I wanted to see his reaction, but she’d read my mind and given it to me anyway.

Alexis’ words once again trickled through my mind.

“Go to the source,” I mused. “Alexis is right.”

If I was having a dream about Phoenixes every night, then only I could uncover its meaning. However, dreams were difficult to remember at the best of times. This one was particularly tough. Which meant that I needed to find a way to circumvent my own mind and poke and prod the memory out of my head until it was crystal clear.

A connection magician who specialized in the area could do the job with ease.

Truthfully, the church would provide that exact service if I requested it, but memories were a fickle thing, and so was the magic that worked around them. If I asked an unknown magician to tinker with my head, I had no guarantee they wouldn’t do anything to it. Whether that was erasing memories or trying to control my mind.

I also didn’t want any strangers to know about my reincarnation, or my memories from back on Earth. Or worse, they might see the Crijik if they decided to prod a little further.

The thought of picking up the pieces of a magician’s exploded brain after they saw the impossible wasn’t a nice one.

No.

I needed someone I trusted. And I knew exactly who to go to to solve my problem.

Soon I reached a door that swirled with a vortex of water, a veritable whirlpool of mana that threatened to absorb any intruders into its eternal grasp. With a swift injection of my will, I asked the water mana to halt its torrential protection, and it did so gladly, recognizing me as a regular visitor.

I knocked on the door, and soon heard a series of light footsteps behind it. It opened up to reveal a pair of bright blue eyes, and a head of platinum blonde hair.

“Andross?” A melodic and tired voice entered my ears. “If you weren’t such a gentle cutie all the time, I’d kick you out for waking me up so early.”

“Even though I’m a Marked one?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“A girl needs her beauty sleep.” Roxxy rolled her eyes, resting against the doorframe as she examined me curiously. I’d donned my water-themed robes for the day. “You want to train? Typical guys, knocking on my door and only wanting one thing.”

“Your incredible magic powers.” I nodded in agreement.

Roxxy’s lips curled upward at my words, and she pulled the door open, gesturing for me to come inside. She was dressed in the same clothes she had been wearing yesterday, which was unusual for someone so fashion-conscious, but then I saw the scuffs and stains on her clothes and understood immediately. Someone had gone to check out the arena and I was willing to bet Roxxy hadn’t just been part of the crowd.

A shadow crossed over me as a new being appeared, its lithe form covered in blue fur and streaming with water. It gazed down at me in condescension, its entire being dismissing me as an inferior species.

It was a cat.

“Harpo, come here!” Roxxy shouted.

The cat ignored her, swirling across the air to escape into one of the other rooms. I watched Roxxy flail her fist at it futilely, a smile crossing my lips as she sighed. I’d seen the cat before, rarely, but that had been back in Koshima. I didn’t know she’d brought it with her.

“I thought Harpo was one of Zodiac’s animals,” I said.

“You think I quit my job just because I got a new place to live? He still needs a connection magician to train him.” Roxxy shot me an amused glance. “I like my work, thank you very much. Even if I am overqualified.”

“Right, yeah, we work for the same company.” I tilted my head. “Wait, do I still work for them?”

Zodiac was the company my father worked for, and he had made me an employee as well when I was still new to this world. It had been his way of protecting me, and the company and its employees had only ever helped me. In fact, they had been the ones to teach me magic, how to wield it, and how to communicate with it. Technically, Roxxy and I worked for the same company, but she was in Zodiac’s animal training department, and I was part of the symbology division.

I owed the company a lot, but my official status as Marked one made things complicated. A company couldn’t claim a Marked one as their employee.

“I guess we’ll find out soon.” Roxxy skipped up toward her closet, shutting it tight behind her. “Wait here!”

When Roxxy reappeared, she was in her magician’s robes.

“Ta-da! Fabulous as always,” she twirled on the spot.

I clapped my hands politely and she bowed from side to side as though there was an entire audience watching.

“But can you give me a little help with the stuff I missed?” Roxxy raised her arm and wriggled her nose disdainfully. There were patches of dirt mixed into her skin, and I could see what looked like a series of splinters in her hand.

It looked like it hurt a lot, though the attack had been stopped by something, since the splinters barely pierced the skin.

A quick wave of my hand conjured a wave of dirt that swept over Roxxy and cleared her of any excess earth materials. I couldn’t control the splinters, those were the domain of the nature element, but I did sweep them away without issue.

“Thanks.” Roxxy clapped. “So, did you get tired of fire already and open your eyes to water being the superior element?”

“I’m still not convinced, but that’s not why I’m here.” I shuffled from side to side nervously. “I have an issue I want help with. A memory issue.”

Roxxy’s eyes narrowed at my words, not at the subject, but at the implication.

“Explain,” she said.

So, I did.

I told her about Alexis’ words, and the dream of the Phoenix that I’d been having. Each time I tried to remember it properly, it slipped away from me.

“Which is why you need my help,” Roxxy concluded. “But it’s not that easy. Connection magic is a two-way deal, and if I try to search for a specific memory, I could end up seeing a lot more that you don’t want me to.”

“I don’t mind. It’s not like you don’t know all of my important secrets,” I said. “In fact, you’re probably the person who knows them better than anyone else.”

The moment I said the words I knew they were true. When I’d connected to the water element, I’d connected to Roxxy as well. She’d guided me through the process of communicating with water, and as she’d done so part of my memories had been displayed to her, a side effect of her connection magic.

She’d seen quite a few of my memories from back on Earth, and in return I’d gained an element. But that connection allowed me to open up to the rest of my friends, and so I was grateful for it.

“I think we both know that our bond hasn’t disappeared. Actually, I feel like it’s only strengthened since we’ve grown closer to each other.” For her sake I confirmed that I was comfortable with the arrangement.

“You’re right but, um, I wouldn’t phrase it that way to everyone, just me.” Roxxy lowered her head. “And only in private. Actually, maybe don’t talk about the connection at all. Just for now. It’ll be our little secret.”

A faint blush crossed her cheeks, and I scratched my head in confusion.

This felt like one of the times I’d accidentally missed a social custom. That tended to happen quite often when one person was from another world and had barely lived in this one before being whisked into secrecy and high school.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I admitted. “But sure, we’ll keep it our secret. Well, as much as we can since William already knows about Earth and I had to tell him how you figured it out.”

Come to think of it, William had laughed at me when I’d told him how Roxxy had uncovered my memories. I’d thought he’d just been laughing in disbelief, but now I was growing suspicious.

“Oh!” Roxxy’s eyes brightened, a familiar look of mischief highlighting her pupils. “You haven’t told Amanda yet?”

“Or Gerial,” I confirmed.

“Sure, but not Amanda.” Roxxy giggled. “I guess that’s a toughie. But you really should do it sooner rather than later. Anyway, come on, come on, come on, sit down. On the floor, in front of the couch.”

I followed her instructions, crossing my legs into a position of meditation. Instead of sitting in front of me, Roxxy moved onto the couch behind me, placing both her hands on the sides of my temple.

“Don’t move. Focus on the memory. It should project into your mind as though you’re living it. Our bond is strong so we should slip into it naturally, just like in the fight yesterday, but try to strengthen the connection, not sever it. Otherwise. Bad things will happen,” she instructed. “If you feel ticklish, tell me immediately. Also tell me if you start seeing the color oblong.”

I hesitated at her words.

Was I about to have my brain melted? And wasn’t oblong a shape, not a color?

Oh well, it was too late for me to turn back now. I closed my eyes and prayed to whichever beings would listen that I’d survive.

Roxxy cradled my head, squeezing gently. “Okay, three. Two. One.”

As she spoke the final word, my world turned dark.


6 THE WRONG KIND OF CONNECTION


There was…it wasn’t a rush of mana, so much as it felt like a new sense had opened up. Similar to my Magic Sense, it was a part of me, rather than something separate. Instinctive, yet strange, and calm, yet frightening. For a moment I felt exactly as Roxxy had described, my mind wanting to snap the connection shut as it formed.

I ignored my wayward emotions and pushed myself closer to the connection, allowing it to envelop my senses.

“Roxxy? Did it work?” I asked.

There was no response.

“Hey, seriously, I really don’t want my brain to be melting out of my ears.”

A pang of panic crossed over me, but I forced myself to calm down. Roxxy would have told me if something was going wrong. I couldn’t feel her hands around my head anymore, but I’d closed my eyes during the bonding, and so I pried them open to gaze at my surroundings.

When I opened my eyes, I was in a different world.

“Oh heck,” my eyes widened. “This isn’t the dream. Is it?”

I decided instantly that it most certainly was not. All around me were lavish decorations that were ostentatious even by the standards of whoever had decorated the Eye. Each wall was coated with gold, and countless vases carved from precious gemstones littered my view. I was inside a hall as long as a cathedral and wide enough to house tens of thousands of people.

Lush carpets formed several roads, all of which met at a chair at the end of the hall. The chair was humble compared to the rest of the room, a porcelain oddity that looked fragile in its position. A red cape was draped over its right side like a princess being carried over a pauper’s shoulder, and on the left was a crown placed delicately on the ear of the chair.

That was when I realized that I wasn’t looking at a chair. What I was viewing was something far above that in rank.

I was in a throne room.

“A throne room…” I shook my head and recalled what Roxxy had said.

Roxxy told me that I was supposed to be experiencing my dream as though I’d truly lived it. Instead, I was in this strange place, but I was still experiencing it in the way that she described.

Which meant that I was inside a memory.

“Roxxy, you got the memories mixed up,” I sighed.

I’d gotten one of hers by accident.

A faint sense of relief washed over me. Even though I was seeing the wrong memory, which meant the spell had worked. It just had a few kinks that needed to be worked out. At least my brain wasn’t leaking out of me.

I jostled my limbs experimentally and saw them move normally. Everything felt real, and I could even smell a heavenly scent descending from the end of the hall. Next to the throne was an enormous, gilded plate filled with rich foods. Delicate meats that dripped from their bones, and luscious herbs that were green and vibrant with morning dew still present on their leaves. Accompanying both was a side of something mashed, a faint swirl of white and orange that sent droplets of fine misty steam into the air.

All of them were untouched.

“Uncle, we have to talk about the Vera,”

A beautiful woman stood next to the throne, platinum blonde hair flowing down until it crested her waist. She had features that struck me as eerily similar to someone I’d seen before, and when she turned my way, I saw a pair of silver-green eyes, cold and emotionless.

In her hands she held a struggling baby, the contrast between her heartless expression and coddling arms pushing down tiny wriggling hands causing me to let out a laugh.

I paused as my laughter reverberated across the hall, but the woman showed no sign of acknowledgement.

“The Vera are making moves. You’ve seen it yourself. This Voidweaver being that opposes them has scared them into using tactics that could damage the empire,” the woman continued, her eyes narrowing as she spoke. “Immortal family or not, an all-out attack cannot be tolerated.”

“You seem convinced the Vera will win their fight,” a voice replied from behind me, solemn and ancient. There was a hint of amusement in it, though one so subtle that I barely picked up on it. “A Voidweaver has never been seen before. Not outside of an instance, at least. What if they simply take care of the problem for us? They will not eliminate the immortal family, they have no reason to, but if the Vera fight back then they will suffer the consequences. We are not here to stop humanity from making bad decisions, only to guide them into making the best ones they can.”

Oh, wow, this conversation is way heavier than I thought it would be. I stepped back, watching the woman cautiously.

Gesti, Unmari, Halcyon, and Vera.

Those were the names of the four immortal households. Each one was a worldwide powerhouse capable of taking on the churches if they so wished, and individually, some might even hold more power when it came to military might.

The only reason they had not conquered the world or plunged it into war was because despite their shared moniker, they hated each other more than they wished to claim the world. Each family believed themselves to be superior to the others, and they were only related by the fact that each had become influential enough to form a symbol of their own, an immortal sigil that designated them as an immortal household.

“The Vera are divine, if only in the loosest of terms,” the woman shook her head. “How can we sit back and watch them destroy each other? Over what, love? It is pathetic.”

“Love,” the man replied, his tone turning mirthful. “Why is it that people always underestimate such a powerful emotion? Sylvie, you yourself feel it with little Roxxy here.”

Little Roxxy?

I stared down at the wriggling bundle of joy in the woman’s arms. She had baby blue eyes, and delicate white skin. The child was a little baby version of Roxxy. There was no doubt about it in my mind.

Which meant that the woman with cold, silver-green eyes was her mother.

Sylvie paused at the man’s words, then nodded. “I do.”

She wasn’t very convincing.

“Not convincing at all,” the man murmured in agreement with my thoughts. “Leave us for now. I’ll call on you later.”

Sylvie’s expression flickered with confusion, but she nodded and started to climb down the stairs that led to the throne. It was a long trip through the hall, and I suspected that I would be taken away from it the moment Roxxy left the room. After all, it was her memory.

I turned toward the source of the voice. It had gnawed at my mind, not familiar, but tinged with power that I’d encountered before.

What I saw was a man with a fierce mane of golden hair, his form draped in green and gold robes that fluttered in an invisible wind. He watched Sylvie and Roxxy leave, his eyes obscured by his hair, and as I laid eyes upon him, I shivered. In front of me I could see a person, but my Mana Sense and my instincts were screaming at me that he was far, far more than a simple man.

I felt my attunements sing as they recognized a companion. He was attuned to my elements. Yet, they were not the only attunements I felt within him. Countless magics labelled him their companion. Mana of all types graced his brows and adorned his robes, and deep within my heart I felt a pulse of wariness as my mark told me that the person in front of me was a being not to be trifled with.

Good thing this is just a memory, I thought.

Roxxy had never mentioned she’d had an uncle like this. Or rather, her mother had called him uncle, so he’d be her great-uncle.

“Who are you?” I asked, examining the person curiously.

“That’s the eternal question, is it not, Andross Silver?”

The man turned toward me, locks of golden hair parting to reveal a sage visage and lips parted into a knowing smile. To my utter shock I found myself staring into his bright eyes, and a shudder ran through me as I saw his golden pupils and irises. I had seen the same eyes twice before, once when glancing at Alyssa, the Marked one of Fue, in passing. And once when I had looked into the eyes of the person who had killed me in my first life.

They were the golden eyes of a Marked one of Fue.

“You may call me Bataille if you wish. Though the people of this world have another name for me.”

“What name is that?” I asked, though I had a suspicion I already knew.

“They call me the Timeless Emperor. Though I don’t quite like the title.”

Bataille smiled, a wondrous, luminous expression that brightened the empty hall around us.

“After all, it’s quite unpleasant to be named after my job.”

Now, I stepped back. A single glimmer of caution turned into a tidal wave of alarm. This was too real to be a memory, and too impossible. Roxxy had already left the hall. Which meant the person in front of me was truly here in all of his regal glory.

I was talking to the emperor of Ioa.


7 THE TIMELESS EMPEROR


“Well now.” I gulped. “This is a surprise.”

The emperor of Ioa was what I imagined him to be, a regal presence with a sense of calm that came only from absolute control over his domain. What I hadn’t expected was his presence. Beyond the physical, and greater than what was transposed over reality, his existence was absolute, a fixed point that could not be argued with.

The man rose from his throne, each movement elegant and filled with such majesty that my eyes were drawn to him instinctively. When his gaze fell onto me, I felt the urge to fall to my knees. My body wasn’t reacting because the man had attacked me. It was a primal reflex. A law.

Wherever the man looked, the world would bow to his whims.

There was only one authority higher than his. Or perhaps equal, when seen from a certain point of view. Golden light spilled forth across the hall as I connected to my divine mana, releasing it and pushing back gently with my own authority.

I didn’t cast any spells or launch a surprise strike. I simply stared at the emperor, and a smile graced my lips.

Pressing my body downward, I gave him a single short bow.

“Emperor Bataille, I am Andross Silver, Marked one of the Crijik. It is an honor to meet you. I have heard much of your deeds.”

My voice echoed out, respectful and calm. Gerial and Wahyu had been teaching me how to greet the powers of the world in preparation for my Descent, and I had been a fast learner. The emperor was one of the first personages they had taught me about.

Though Gerial had also said emperor Bataille was the least likely to appear.

“Take your time.”

I heard Bataille speak, but his mouth didn’t move. The words weren’t spoken. They were thoughts made reality. Though it wasn’t telepathy, so much as the emperor’s will becoming reality and in turn entering my mind. I shivered at the casual display of power, but I could see he wasn’t concerned.

Instead, the emperor was looking at the throne room with a hint of nostalgia. The room itself shifted under the weight of his gaze, each column and artwork shifting and changing before our eyes. Some pillars grew dusty, and ancient, reminiscent of eras long past. Other vases were sleek and modern, a different fashion than what I’d seen in Ioa before, but similar to art’s natural progression, as though they’d arrived from times yet to come.

At the end of the room a large painting on the wall also changed, growing dark and opaque as though undecided in what it would display.

So, this is the emperor, I thought. It’s probably a good thing Gold isn’t here, or he’d ask for an extra fancy treat from him.

I chuckled at the thought, but my eyes never left the person in front of me.

Bataille, the man known as the Timeless Emperor.

His will was strong enough to forge an empire and seeing his magic firsthand dismissed any doubts I might have had about his prowess. The five continents had rested under his rule for hundreds of years, though two were contentious about their entry into the empire. It was a confusing state of affairs, as he often stepped back and allowed others to take his place, returning for decades at a time but sometimes disappearing for centuries.

Some said he was a different man each time, taking on a title or mantle, or even a special System class. Others thought he was the same person throughout history, playing a game with humanity that nobody else was a part of.

A few believed he truly was timeless and simply forgot about Ioa for decades at a time as he continued on his eternal journey.

Whether they were the symbologists of Zodiac or the students at Koshima Academy, none were important enough to have met him personally. Even William had only glimpsed him once or twice, though my friend had said that was more about security. The empire knew that if William glimpsed Bataille, it would give his [Wisdom] skill information to use against the emperor.

“Did you bring me here on purpose?” I asked.

Bataille shifted, his gaze torn away from one of the paintings in the hall and returning to me. I glimpsed the artwork that had caught his eye and saw a flurry of feathers and golden regalia within.

“No,” the emperor said.

I didn’t believe him.

The man chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound that caused the mana around him to tremble with mirth. “Not everything is planned, nor is fate always guiding the way. Sometimes coincidences simply happen, though I will not say I wasn’t watching out for you.” Bataille rested a hand on his porcelain throne, gripping the red cape that had been placed there. “However, I was more than surprised to see you within my past, rather than in my present.”

“Am I in your past?” I looked around. “I thought this was a memory.”

“Perhaps not. Perhaps yes. Life and memories are intertwined, and just because something is a memory, does not mean it isn’t alive. For you, this is the past. To me, it is but a single instance of an infinite present. But to assuage your suspicions, I would have come to you if you had not knocked at the door of my being,” Bataille said. “This just gave me the opportunity for an earlier chance to talk.”

“I see.”

I did not see.

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked.

“Creation. Life. What I ate last night. And perhaps a chat that didn’t involve games or politics, for I haven’t held one of those in a long, long time.” The emperor sighed, the first sign of weariness I’d spotted on his features, and for a moment he transformed, from a regal and distant man to a person I would describe as nearly human, the age of countless eras gone by flicking through his eyes.

The emperor tapped his finger on the table and a stone chair grew from the ground. Vines curled around it, each vibrant with activity, and they were the basis of a solid foundation for a new throne, exactly the same as the emperor’s in every way except their materials.

He sat down on his throne, glancing at the delicacies that had been placed on the table before him, and gestured for me to join him.

I stared at him.

That was Earth Creation. Which means the other skills used had to be Nature Creation and Life Creation.

I identified the skills immediately, though I felt doubt even as I did. Each one was powerful. Insanely so. And yet the emperor displayed them as though they were commonplace.

“Thank you.” I took a seat on the throne, finding it comfortable, yet not quite what I wanted in a chair.

“You are most welcome, Marked one,” Bataille said, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Perhaps we should begin with an apology. I am sorry, but I will not be able to attend your Descent. There are too many issues calling my attention throughout the continents, so I will send a representative of reasonable status in my stead.”

“That’s fine,” I replied. “Gerial told me that you were unlikely to appear.”

“Your brother,” the emperor replied, his voice coming out as a melodic hum. “Not by blood, but in an even stronger bond. But I’m being presumptuous, do you consider him to be your brother?”

“I do,” I replied.

There was caution in my tone, and I knew the emperor heard it. Despite his words, and his relaxed attitude, I was still wary of who he was. Not just as the man who ruled Ioa, but as a person who could slay me right now without anyone knowing a battle had been fought.

“Tell me, how is young Roxxy?”

“She is good, your eminence.”

The emperor shifted, and I tensed, but he was simply grabbing a chalice of wine. “Please, call me Bataille.” Bataille spread his hands out. “I don’t want this to be a formal event filled with clashes between two major powers. I would rather it be a chat between two people.”

“I…can do that,” I said.

Bataille was right. We did represent two major powers, and in a way that was stopping me from being myself. The churches were largely independent from the empire, though both were intertwined through the goal of helping and guiding humanity in a deadly world.

At the forefront of that help was the emperor.

“Perhaps a gesture of good faith is needed,” Bataille rubbed his chin pensively, then clicked his fingers in revelation. “I will give you part of your Descent gifts now,” Bataille said. “Knowledge, and magic. Those are what people wish from me, and I would not expect any less from you. Tell me, do you want to know how to kill a divine? Perhaps the one that has found you interesting.”

I froze. The Crijik was watching me. Always watching. And I sent my senses out to detect its presence. But to my surprise, I felt nothing.

The emperor was blocking its sight somehow.

“You will find this place a sanctuary, for now,” Bataille said, reading my thoughts.

“Thank you,” I said.

I examined the emperor carefully. His confidence and the magic within him spoke volumes for his strength, but it was the wisdom in his eyes that caused me doubt. Before me was a being so old that I couldn’t compare, even with two lives. What he knew and what he would know was a mystery, but I had no doubt that he held information that could sway the world with a sentence.

“Killing a divine is impossible, and it wouldn’t solve any of my issues.”

Certainty filled my voice. The emperor knew the truth behind my words. I was sure of it.

He was strong, but he wasn’t a divine.

“So, no,” I said. “I have considered it. Of course I have. The Crijik is terrifying, and perhaps it will drive me mad long before I reach the age of twenty-five, but I’ve never thought that killing it was the solution.”

“Truly?” the emperor asked. “The death of the divines. Some of your compatriots see it as the end goal of their journey. A way to survive their own inevitable ends.”

“Really, I mean it,” I insisted. “I’ve… Well, you’ve felt the Crijik’s gaze on me, haven’t you?”

The emperor nodded, a single, gratifying nod of acknowledgement. I felt a sense of relief sweep through me. I’d already suspected that from his earlier words, but I’d needed confirmation.

Finally, someone else had admitted the burden I carried was real.

To think there exists another person who knows the divines exist. Who knows that they watch over the world and could destroy it at any moment on a whim.

I hadn’t realized how much that knowledge was weighing down on me. The fact that I, and only I, could see the Crijik, and knew it was real. And the fact that it was staring at me, tearing away at my sanity even as it killed everyone else who viewed it. Not even monsters could survive its attention, and it was eating me up inside knowing that I could never tell any of my friends, for fear that they too would catch a glimpse of its presence and be driven to insanity.

“The divines are… I don’t know what they are,” I said. “But for all my anger and fear, I know that the Crijik is so foreign, and so utterly alien in its being, that I cannot fathom its existence, let alone its goals and thoughts,” my mind turned toward the divine once again, its mere reality capable of destroying my own. “If it has a concept of death, then I don’t know that it would be the same as mine. Perhaps it is dead, and what we view as death is its life. Maybe death and life are unknown concepts to it, and it simply exists in a different state, untouchable by thoughts so utterly mundane that they can be wielded by humans.”

This was a topic I’d thought about a lot, and I could see the emperor’s smile growing as I spoke. Perhaps, in his hundreds of years, he had come to conclusions far exceeding my own.

“Those that wish for the divines to die believe themselves strong and invincible when they are only foolish. Others are wiser. I am glad you are the latter,” Bataille said. “Then perhaps another type of knowledge. You seem wise enough to ask, though even I cannot guess what you will want. I will answer one question, and that is all, unless I deem to tell you more.”

I sat back on my makeshift throne, thoughts swirling through me. My death. My life. My survival. The divines. Each one was a curiosity, and a journey, but I could sense in my soul that the emperor could guide me to answers that would otherwise be impossible to gain.

What did I want to know?

My eyes wandered across the throne room. I had come here seeking a memory. A Phoenix trapped in chains.

As I thought over it, I saw one of the paintings shimmer and warp. It was the same one that had grown dark before, and its surface became a tapestry of stars, and within those stars I saw a mighty bird of golden fire raising its wings in defiance of the chains that held it.

That’s the memory I was looking for. I stared at it in surprise.

“We’re inside a memory,” I said, realizing what that meant for the first time. “Which means I can see my memories as well.”

The emperor didn’t reply, but I saw his eyes resting on the tapestry, and as I went through each one, they shifted and changed in accordance with my thoughts.

One showed a world on fire. The First Night, burning ever bright. This time, there was no Crijik in the sky, only a sunless night.

The next was supposed to be a mass of…

No.

I was wrong. Whatever I had expected to appear hadn’t appeared. Instead, there was a single word written in the next. One I hadn’t seen in years and had forgotten long ago, burying it deep in my memories.

It was the first System message I had ever received.

[Curious.]

More words followed it, just as they had when I’d lived the memory.

[Reward: Mark of the Crijik.]

They were both System notifications, I recognized them now. But back then I had only been confused and panicked.

So, I hadn’t realized they were two separate messages.

One was the System, normal and detached. The other was something else. It was using the system to talk to me, or perhaps it was the System itself, and it had noticed me, just as the Crijik had.

“That couldn’t have been the Crijik,” I said, my own words startling me. “I know it too well now, or perhaps I simply know how little I can know it. Communication might be possible, but any emotions resembling ours aren’t.”

[Curious.]

The word stuck in my mind, repeating over and over again. A faint voice accompanied it, one echoing out from my memories, gentle and loving. I had forgotten it in the panic of that night, but now that I called to the memory, it came back quickly.

[Curious.]

Curiosity was emotion. Curiosity was human. More importantly, curiosity was a word. A concept.

As I focused on the word and the voice behind it, the tapestry changed once again, this time transforming into a picture. A woman appeared, her eyes golden and sorrowful. She was above me in the artwork, the angle was that of a falling man whose eyes were transfixed onto her. Beautiful, but also shocking, she was the woman that had thrown that man over the edge of a roof.

She was the Marked one of Fue that had killed me.

The emperor shifted now, the first hint of discomfort I’d seen in him since he’d appeared. For a moment he seemed lost, and the chalice in his hand trembled, ever-so-slightly. But when I looked again, his expression was once again regal and dignified.

“Curious,” I repeated the word out loud.

I focused intently on the voice behind the words. Trying to urge its source out of my memories.

This time the tapestry changed once again.

“My class selection was a little different,” the emperor said. “I have never witnessed a Marked one choosing their class. To think the theories may have some merit.”

I wanted to ask what he meant, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the painting. The memory within showed me the time when I was doing my class selection. I had gone inside my own body, a mass of pillars laid before me. Each one contained powers beyond my imagination. This was my class selection. I’d needed to pick a class which could help me survive the ascension, and rise to the summit of this strange new world I’d found myself in. I saw my hand grazing a single pillar, determination etched into my features as I picked my class.

[You have unlocked the class: Second Chance.]

This time I ignored the System messages that appeared.

Instead, I was looking at the pillar.

“I never focused on the pillar. It never seemed important,” I said, more to myself than the emperor.

No, the pillar itself wasn’t as important to me as the class it held.

Now, I felt differently.

Before me was the full pillar, exposed without the distractions of tension and anticipation present. It glowed bright and majestic, and the space around it billowed and warped as it clashed with its power.

“Did it always look like that?” I whispered.

A golden glow enveloped the hand of the version of me touching the pillar, but behind it was a layer of feathers, each wreathed in golden energy. They drifted in an invisible breeze, each one ethereal and transcendent, and behind their coy shade lay golden eyes, each one watching me carefully.

I’d seen similar motifs depicted countless times. In churches, and in tapestries. In artwork and in the pins worn by priests and bishops.

They were the feathers and eyes of Fue, divine of creation.

“When all that is needed to change the course of history is the flap of a wing, what reason could a divine have that she would need to bring a hurricane?”

The emperor’s words hit my ears, and I felt my grip tighten as the same question flew through me. My death hadn’t been an accident, but I’d never questioned the life I’d been granted. After all, I had been free to do what I wanted.

Now, I could see that I may have been free, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t guided.

“Who should I speak to, to find out the answers to my questions?” I asked.

“Is that the question you wish to ask me?” the emperor replied.

“Yes,” I said.

The emperor nodded, and shifted back onto his throne, his posture returning to its calm and intentional poise once again. I could see undercurrents of uncertainty within his gaze, but they quickly disappeared under the machinations of a man whose intelligence went far beyond the form he inhabited.

Several possibilities came to mind, but I knew they were unlikely to help. Alyssa, Marked one of Fue, was my top guess for a person that would have the answers. She was Fue’s only conduit into this world, and thus the closest being to the divine.

Her church, and perhaps the cardinals within it, were my next best guess, though I only knew their names, and not their persons.

The emperor’s eyes rested on me knowingly.

“No, not Alyssa, nor any other of her church. They do not know the identity of the woman with the golden eyes I saw in your memory. Though they will likely still hold valuable information for you. Maybe even more than I know,” the emperor said, his golden mane glimmering with magic. “However, I am the one you should talk to first.”

“You are?” I asked.

Alyssa doesn’t know. Well, that’s more information than I had before, I thought. Wait. He knows who killed me?

The corners of Bataille’s lips curved upward. “Yes. Though I did not realize until now. Perhaps we have both been led here today, or perhaps it was simply coincidence. But now that we are here, I must tell you that I was wrong.”

“Wrong?” I asked, leaning forward.

The emperor shifted underneath my gaze, but it was only in response to his own thoughts. “Two apologies were required this day. One, for not attending your Descent, and the other, for the sins of my family.”

Bataille gestured at the portrait, and it once again shifted into a view of the golden eyed woman. This time she was sitting by a lake, creating ripples within it by tapping its surface, a delighted smile gracing her features. She was younger than I remembered, though only slightly.

All around her, the world was frozen. Birds paused in midair, grass refused to billow in the wind, and the clouds in the sky couldn’t reach the sun. At first, I thought that the memory was a portrait.

Then the girl moved, and I realized that time was standing still around her.

I don’t remember this, I thought. Which means this vision isn’t one of mine.

This was one of the emperor’s memories.

“Yes, I knew her,” Bataille said. “Her name is Ceira, the fifth Marked one of Fue.”

He turned to me, and a weight fell onto me, greater than any other I’d felt before, bar the gaze of the Crijik.

“She was my sister.”


8 THE WRONG DIVINE


Istood up.

It was a reaction. It was a jolt. It was a result of the emperor’s words.

“I’m going to need to hear more,” I said. “Please.”

Bataille was taller than me, and he was physically imposing even when he was sitting down. He wasn’t the largest man I’d ever seen before, or the tallest, but I was keenly aware that in a physical contest I couldn’t defeat him. More importantly, I wasn’t sure if I could beat him in a contest of magic either.

Not that I would want to, since he appeared more apologetic than angry that his family was responsible for my death.

“I would also like to talk,” Bataille said. “My sister is dead. She has been for hundreds of years. Perhaps you met another who looked like her. Or perhaps she simply lived beyond her end. Time is fickle when it comes to Fue, for its creation is but a part of her. Andross Silver, will you tell me how you met Ceira.”

Ceira. I finally registered the word. What a lovely name.

It was a pity that it belonged to the person that killed me.

Before I could respond, the world around me flickered. The lush carpets of the hall grew dimmer, shimmering with silver light, and the priceless vases that lined the hall faded. The smell of the feast disappeared, each meal drifting into a state of decay.

I could see the world crumbling, and even the emperor was affected. His body twisted and warped, like a glitch in the matrix.

“My niece’s bond is fading,” Bataille mused, glancing at his flickering hand. He steadied his existence with a flick of his wrist, magic cascading out of his body. “Truthfully, I am surprised it lasted this long. I’m proud of how far she has come, even when trying to deny her talent for connection magic.”

The emperor had stabilized the memory, but already I could see the decay encroaching again. Just like everything else in this room, he was a memory. I was the only thing that was truly here. Yet, that didn’t seem to bother Bataille, nor did I consider for a second that this entire conversation was only in my head.

After all, reality had little to do with what was real. Not when magic and divines were involved.

“You know, I’m not much of a time waster,” Andross said. “If you want to know about your sister, then all I know is that she had me killed, and yet, you don’t seem too surprised by that knowledge.”

“Very little surprises me anymore.” The emperor chuckled, and a deep rumble cascaded from his throat and fell over the room, forcing its decay to a halt. “As for your death…No, I have never encountered something like this before. Reincarnation is imagined, but it does not happen. Not outside of tall tales. You are truly an extraordinary man, Andross Silver.”

“Thank you, Bataille, but I’m not interested in the how of it. Just the why.”

Bataille shook his head. “I believe I would only set you back by trying to fathom the will of a divine, let alone two. That is a fool’s errand, which would only send you on a fruitless chase. If Fue brought you here, then I cannot see why she would have you Marked, let alone have the Crijik do so. To bring such chaos into the world is the antithesis of her existence, for she is order and creation. Yet your presence as a Marked one is chaos and begets destruction.”

I paused at his words, seeing his train of thought as it happened. He believed, as I did, that my reincarnation wasn’t a coincidence. That was something I’d known all along, though I didn’t know the why behind it. However, his assumption was that Fue and the Crijik were working together, and that the Crijik was simply following along in Fue’s plan, whatever it may be.

It was a different perspective from what I’d considered, but until now I had only known about the Crijik’s involvement. Two different divines working in tandem had never occurred to me.

Is that possible? I wondered. After all I’ve seen, do I really believe that the Crijik is a small part of another being’s grand plan?

The Crijik gazed upon creation, its mere existence shattering reality when it appeared. Did anything control that being’s actions?

No.

I couldn’t comprehend the might of the divines, but I was certain that the Crijik could not be controlled. Nor could it be planned for. Not even the most powerful of divines could account for its actions.

The emperor’s body flickered dangerously, disappearing for a moment. Then he tapped his finger against the table, steadying himself with magic.

“Roxxy is struggling to maintain the spell now,” Bataille observed. “She has remarkable talent.”

“She’s a wonderful person as well,” I replied. “I’m proud that I can call myself her friend.”

The emperor laid back for a moment, and a full smile crossed his features. “Good. I’m glad she has made a friend. A genuine one. But you should hurry if you do not wish to hurt her.”

I nodded. Connection magic was a two-way street, and I had gone well past the time limit of how long that memory would have been.

To see the Phoenix wrapped in chains was my mission. I needed to focus on that.

“I haven’t forgotten my original objective. What is the Phoenix?” I asked.

“Does it matter?” Bataille asked, genuinely curious.

The emperor glanced at me, mild confusion in his eyes. His emotion was mirrored by the mana around him. He couldn’t comprehend why I was wasting my time on a question like this when we had just uncovered a divine had interfered in my death and subsequent life.

“I think it matters more than anything else we’ve talked about,” I said, certainty lacing my tone. “Humor me, in our final minutes of conversation.”

“Very well.” The emperor rubbed his chin, waves of golden hair rippling under the caress of his fingers. “The Phoenix is a story from before my time, though I have heard tales since then.

Before the divines, there was magic, and spirits. The spirits were countless in number and existed in harmony with humanity and nature. Each spirit was an intrinsic part of this world, guiding its path in times of strife. They were Ioa’s original inhabitants, so to speak. Four were worshipped above all others.

It is said that these four led the fight against the descent of the first divine, Artus, using a path of power beyond our understanding. If it had been Fue that had descended first, perhaps they would have come to an accord. But Artus held no such qualms. Madness. Death. Collapse. All of Ioa was impacted, from the lowest of bugs to the highest of spirits. To the divine of chaos, all were equal in that they could not compare to it. Artus likely didn’t even notice their existence.

The Phoenix was one of these four grand spirits. Once worshipped by humanity, it guided them with its teachings, what we now call the old traditions.”

“What did you say?” I replied.

“You want me to repeat it?” The emperor looked amused. “We don’t have much time for distractions.”

“Ah, no.” I shook my head. “I heard all that. It was what you said in the middle. The old traditions. I know those…Or I know of them at least.”

“They are the words of the spirits, used to guide humanity in a simpler time,” Bataille said. “Some still follow the ancient ways, but the world has changed since then. The descent of the divines has made those traditions obsolete. An object’s strength cannot be worshipped if it has been slain and chained. Nor can their rules be applied to a world that has had its laws changed seven times over.”

“Chained?” I asked. “Is the Phoenix still alive?”

Bataille hummed, his throne warping as the memory faltered.

“Once, I traveled far and wide through Ioa. I did encounter the Phoenix, or rather, and echo of it, deep underground in a dungeon within the eastern continent. It was chained, but it was not alive. Nor would I call it dead.” He held his hand up to halt my questions. “That is not where the true Phoenix is. That was simply a projection. A call for help reached out to any with power, hoping I held the ability to aid it. Then it saw my eyes, and mistaking me for a Marked one, I felt its presence disappear completely. It appears that its will to live was matched only by its hatred of the divines. But that was two centuries ago, and though I tried to search, it never unveiled its presence again, and those who follow the old traditions are loath to trust the empire.

If it is alive, then it might be the only surviving spirit from that time. I have my doubts, but there exists evidence that it continues to persevere. I am…quite curious about your Mitra friend’s connection to them. A bloodline possibly gifted from one of the original four grand spirits. But what her family wields is only a sliver of its power. The true Phoenix held the right to challenge the divines and live.”

My mind churned, each moment of our conversation and my past rushing through my mind as the world around me continued to decay.

My death. My class. My class. My reincarnation. The Phoenix. The dreams. Fue. It all connects somehow. But something is wrong. The picture doesn’t fit together. What am I missing? Wait.

Then, I saw the piece of the puzzle that I needed. Or rather, the piece that didn’t fit.

Where does the Crijik fall into this?

“What would have happened if Andross Silver hadn’t been a Marked one,” I murmured.

The moment I spoke I realized how strange the thought was. Not because of the reincarnation aspect, or the Mark, but because of the name. Andross Silver. On Earth my name was Andross Silver. And I was also called Andross Silver here. That wasn’t a coincidence.

The old traditions. The Phoenix. Neither had anything to do with the Crijik.

That didn’t mean they weren’t related to me.

I had reincarnated into the household of my parents, Teral and Lindria Jâl. But they hadn’t forced me to take their surname, or any name. I had been given the choice to name myself.

Because that was how the old traditions worked.

And my parents had always followed the old traditions. Even before I was born.

I glanced at my hand, looking at the divine mana that graced it. If I had been born into an ordinary household, I would have focused more on the System, but the mana I wielded was divine. Something beyond even the System. Which meant that I had neglected to ponder the other powers I had gained from it, distracted too much by the Mark.

Because I had neglected the System, I had never noticed the obvious.

My class, [Second Chance], had nothing to do with the Crijik. Nor did any of my elemental attunements.

In fact, I would have gained [Second Chance] no matter what since it was a class offered to me because of my reincarnation. With four different attunements, and access to a class like mine, I would have thrived in any environment.

I’d been so distracted by the resources and obstacles arising from my mark that I’d never considered the resources I’d been born into. After all, all I cared about was surviving the Crijik.

Agni wasn’t even the first spirit I met. Before I even knew what a spirit was, there was one right beside me.

“Can you hold this spell together for a little longer?” I asked.

The emperor nodded, but his expression was grave. “Make haste or my niece will be the one to suffer the consequences. Do not make me rush your successor’s arrival.”

I shivered, but determination filled my heart as I turned toward the artwork displaying my memories. There was one last piece of the puzzle that I had never considered, even though I’d held onto it for years.

“When did I first meet Gold?” I asked myself.

The artwork shifted as I focused on that day, and I saw a little bird, far smaller and scruffier than I remembered.

Gold, the puffer that was a spirit.

You weren’t so chubby back then. I’ve been spoiling you too much, I thought.

Gold was less than chubby. He was unhealthy. I’d first met him when I was six months old, and he was limping on his large leg right after he’d slammed into the hut that we called a house.

“No, before this. Right before it,” I said. “Something happened a few seconds before I met Gold.”

I’d gained a near-perfect memory from my Mark, and the System, and now I was finally putting it to good use. The tapestry rewound, flickering back second by second. Gold appeared, then he disappeared. My parents rushed into my room, frightened by a sudden phenomenon. Then they exited, disappearing beyond the confines of my memory as I rewound it.

The tapestry paused right before my parents entered, and a few seconds before Gold hit our hut. It displayed the view of a baby version of me, less than six months old, gazing up at the ceiling. Stars were dripping down from the cracks in my wooden ceiling, falling onto me and all around me.

It was mana. And the light it emitted was the brightest of gold.

This was before the First Night. And before I gained my Mark, I thought. This mana never belonged to the Crijik.

And yet, the golden tint of the mana was unmistakably divine.

In a flash of gold, the motes of mana had dripped down from the ceiling and caressed the air around me. I was an ordinary person witnessing divine mana. If I hadn’t become a Marked one that entire event could have become the culmination of my life, a feat that some of the strongest in the world couldn’t say they had accomplished.

Because I had seen divine mana so many times since then, I had never thought back to the first time I’d witnessed it.

I had died. I was reborn. I had lived. I was Marked. But one of those steps didn’t fit the plan.

“Not everything is planned, nor is fate always guiding the way. Sometimes coincidences simply happen,” I spoke the same words the emperor had said when I’d first arrived. “Tell me, Bataille, have you ever seen the Crijik.”

“No, I have never gazed upon any of the divines, for to do so for a single instance would lead me to madness,” Bataille replied.

“I have,” I said. “And I still do. Four years ago I gazed upon the Crijik’s visage. The being that I saw was beyond god and mortal. Beyond good and evil. Beyond life and death.”

“A feat considered impossible to survive,” Bataille said.

“And yet I did,” I said. “So, the divine did something never before seen in living memory. It granted me its attention. No more. No less. But that alone was enough to change everything.”

The Crijik was a deviation that not even Fue, divine of creation, could foresee.

The final piece of the puzzle clicked into place.

“I’ve been looking for answers in the wrong divine.” I kept my eyes glued onto the tapestry that showed a rain of golden stars falling upon me. “The Crijik was never part of it.”

Everything is becoming clearer now. How could I have forgotten that the first skill I ever learned was [Earth Creation]? Creation. A type of skill so rare that I’ve only ever seen one other person use another. The emperor himself, brother of a Marked one of Fue.

Fue had guided me to my family. To Gold. To magic. To my class. But when I’d first felt the gaze of the Crijik I fell into madness, and suffering, so my father, Teral Jâl, created a mask that had blocked the eye of the Crijik by veiling me from the sight of everything.

It was only when that mask had been deactivated that I began to have dreams of the Phoenix.

“It never occurred to me that a divine other than the Crijik might be trying to contact me,” I murmured.

Fue had been blocked by the very regent that had been created to save my sanity.

Crack.

“You must go now,” the emperor said.

His words weren’t a question or a statement. They were an order. I trembled under their might, but I didn’t intend to object.

Roxxy was my friend, and I refused to hurt her.

“This has been a curious chat, and one I will ruminate over many times in the years to come,” Bataille asked. “Tell me, did you find what you were seeking?”

“I found a path to explore, and that is more than I could have asked for,” I said. “Thank you, Bataille.”

“And I thank you. It has been a very, very long time since I have seen my sister. And time does not make those wounds easier to bear. I will cherish this new memory of her that you have shown me. Goodbye, Andross.”

The Timeless Emperor waved his hand and the world warped, disappearing in a haze of silver light.
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“Andross? Andross!”

Roxxy’s melodic voice was laced with panic as I fell forward, the sudden jump from standing inside her memory to sitting inside her room too much for my body to handle. With a groan I picked myself up off the ground and turned to face Roxxy.

Waves of sweat creased Roxxy’s forehead and damp hair clung to the nape of her neck. My friend had collapsed onto the couch behind me, and water mana floated around her in disarray, trying to provide comfort. There was no connection mana, the silver lights all spent trying to maintain the bonding spell.

“Holy Fue,” Roxxy replied. “Do you know how tough that was? I thought your dream was like, five minutes long. A few hours at max. That felt like you went in there for months.”

“Yeah, I’m not surprised,” I said.

Then, to her utter shock and surprise, I hugged her.

After a moment of hesitation, she hugged back, her touch comforting and warm. “Okay, I definitely need an explanation. And medicine. My head is killing me.”

“Well, I don’t know where to start,” I said. “Did you see what I saw?”

“No, I saw more of your Earth memories.” Roxxy frowned. “Ugh, I mean, they’re there, but I can’t really think of anything right now. I need sleep. At least a week’s worth. All at once. Preferably surrounded by pillows and the fluffiest blanket in the world.”

“I can offer you water pillows and a dirt blanket.” I shrugged helplessly.

“Deal.”

With a wave of my hand I conjured a mound of dirt at the foot of the couch, taking a step back as Roxxy flopped onto it, not even bothering to adjust herself as she fell face first into the makeshift mattress. I chuckled and used a tendril of dirt to push her onto her back, and I expended a little more mana to create a dirt blanket that draped over her gently.

Finally, I gathered the water around the room and shaped it into the form of a pillow, or something resembling one at least, and placed it under her head. She moaned in relief as the water caressed her head, and part of it fell under her control as she used it to massage her temples.

Can I keep this up for long? I wondered.

I’d never tried to hold water together like this since my earth and metal elements were already solid by nature. It was an application of my skill that I’d never considered before.

“I feel like the world is hugging me. No wonder you slept in a dirt bed for years.” Roxxy sighed in contentment. “I could get used to this.”

“Hah, I’m sorry you couldn’t live in a decrepit wooden hut like I did. It must have been tough,” I said.

“Don’t play that pity card with me, I saw that awesome race car bed you had as a teen,” Roxxy shot back, a sly smile on her face. “That’s right. I saw that.”

My palms were cool against my eyes as I covered my face in shame. “Oh, man. Please, tell me that’s all you saw of my teenage years.”

“Well, well, well, how the tables have turned,” Roxxy’s mischievous grin expanded. “I don’t know what you got in return, but our connection was up for so long that I got months of your life’s memories through our bond. Maybe more. It’s kind of sitting there in my head, so it’ll take me some time to actually process it. What I’ve already seen will haunt me for the rest of my life.” Roxxy shivered. “I didn’t realize teenage boys spent so much time⁠—”

“—I saw the emperor in your memories, and we had a chat and I know he’s your uncle!” I shouted.

“—researching goth stuff— Wait, WHAT?”

Roxxy’s eyes widened, and she turned toward me, her fatigue disappearing. Her mouth opened and closed as she tried to process what I said. The mana around her sang her confusion to me, and I could see her visceral interest bubbling to the surface.

More importantly, all her focus on my teenage years—and what I’d done during them—had disappeared.

I pumped my fist in victory at my perfect distraction.

Nailed it.


9 THE PROUDEST ACCOMPLISHMENT OF MY LIFE


“He’s not really my uncle,” Roxxy said. “Well, he’s so far removed thanks to the passage of time that he might as well not be. I think he’s actually my great-great-great-great-great uncle. And I might be missing a few ‘greats.’”

“Yeah, he did seem to give off a great impression,” I said.

Roxxy stared at me.

I stared at Roxxy.

“Are you proud of that pun?” she asked.

“It might be the greatest accomplishment of my life,” I replied.

With a sigh Roxxy flopped forward, blonde hair cascading over her shoulders as she rested her head in her arms, tilting over slightly so that a single blue eye peeked out from her cover. I could see a myriad of emotions flickering through her pupil, none of which were related to my pun. There was surprise, of course, but also concern, and frustration. I’d told her everything I’d seen in the memory, though I’d left out the parts involving the divines. Which meant I’d mostly talked about her mother and the emperor.

I sat back into the soft fabric of the cushion, lounging on her couch. She had gone with a minimalist take on her room, asking the church to settle for a fountain of water mana in the middle, with tanks of water suspended in the air next to her walls. Unlike me, she’d focused entirely on her elements, and I could even see a strange wooden wheel in the corner that emitted connection mana every time it turned.

“So, you saw my mum,” Roxxy said, her expression inscrutable.

“She was holding you in her arms. Apparently, you were a very squirmy baby.”

“That didn’t change.” Roxxy traced an energetic finger in front of her knees, glancing at it from the corner of her eye. “Trying to get a hold of me is like trying to catch Harpo. I’m pretty sure that’s why they asked me to train him.”

“I like that about you,” I said. “Everybody needs a dynamic friend in their lives.”

A single jab to my side caused me to jolt, and I heard a giggle as Roxxy pulled back her finger.

“Thanks,” she said.

Her eyes took on a playful glimmer, a shift in demeanor that didn’t go unnoticed. I looked away, glancing at everything but her. My lack of attention only served to make hers stronger, and I heard her unfurling herself.

A moment later her eyes pushed themselves into my vision as she leaned in front of me, a slender hand grabbing the couch arm beside me to cut off my escape and her torso blocking my body. The water mana in the air sang her curiosity to me.

“So, what are you keeping from me?” Roxxy said. “What did you and uncle talk about? And why was it so important that my bond had to be kept open for so long? I ended up with months of your memories shoved into my mind!”

“Weather and stuff,” I said limply.

Roxxy didn’t buy my words for a second.

“Tell me,” She poked me again, a little harder this time. “Tell me, tell me, tell me.”

Another jab came at me and this time I dodged it, moving slightly back into the couch. Her arm flew past me, the excess force pulling her center of gravity out of sync with the rest of her body. With a startled yelp she slipped and fell onto my lap. Or she would have if she hadn’t hit the arm of the couch with her chin, a crack echoing in the air as she flailed in pain.

Roxxy’s body grew slack, and she collapsed atop my legs as she surrendered against her furniture opponent, groaning. Thankfully her groans were filled with embarrassment rather than pain.

“This isn’t exactly the worst interrogation I’ve ever gone through, but I think this is more painful for you than me,” I said. “Actually, it’s pretty painful to watch. Which means you’re doing a great job.”

“Kill me now,” Roxxy whimpered, her cheeks flushing red. “At least I’m getting a lap pillow from a Marked one. You know, Amanda told me this happened in one of her books.”

“It’s more of a lap hospital bed the way you fell. And please don’t tell me it was one of her romance ones.” I refused to acknowledge the lively twinkle in her eyes. We both knew the answer to my question before I’d even asked it.

Her curiosity clearly hadn’t diminished in the slightest, but we fell into silence as Roxxy ceased her line of questioning. Normally, I’d think it was the embarrassment of her fall, but I could tell she was just using that as a cover. Since I hadn’t spoken about what I’d done in the memory when asked, she knew that asking more would only make me uncomfortable.

Roxxy flipped herself over so that her back rested on my legs, shuffling around until she’d achieved maximum comfort. Her robes spread around my legs messily and it felt like I’d been graced with a warm and slightly heavy blanket. Except this blanket breathed and I could feel her shoulder blades pressing into my thigh. I was going to flip her off me with a flick of dirt, but a change in her expression caused me to pause.

There was a hint of difficulty in her eyes, an inclination that she wanted to talk, but didn’t know how to get the words out.

“Did she really say that she loves me?” Roxxy asked, the question lingering on her lips for a moment.

That wasn’t the question that I’d expected, but I could tell that it was the one that mattered the most to her.

“She did,” I replied immediately. “And like I said, you were a squirmy baby, but she didn’t let go of you the entire time.”

Roxxy fell silent, and her eyes grew distant as she traced her fingers lazily through the air, water flowing from her fingertips and suspending into patterns above her. I could feel the water mana trying to communicate her emotions to me using our connection. They were faintly surprised when I refused to listen, and so none of what Roxxy was feeling was revealed to me.

Some things were meant to be private.

We were there for a while, lying in our own thoughts and falling into a steady rhythm of synchronized breathing. It was nice, and peaceful. Like life had allowed us to put a pause on it. Relaxation had become rarer since I’d returned from the burning lake.

Motes of silver light gathered around us. Roxxy’s connection mana had recovered, and I could feel the bond between us was stronger than before.

A single pulse of magic emanated from Roxxy, and I could feel a spell falling over me. It had no ill intentions, or complexity to it. It was a bond, similar to the one we’d created earlier, but more unstable. With a single thought I could block it or break it. I could even stop it from ever connecting to me again.

I accepted it and felt my mind connect with the magic, slipping into it with ease.

[I’ve always wanted to do this with a friend. Just being at peace with no ulterior motives. No connections, or subterfuge. No plans or schemes. It’s nice.]

Roxxy’s voice echoed in my mind, and I glanced down at her. The thoughts had darted through my mind, but they weren’t mine.

“Was that you?” I asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But also, yes.”

Dozens of fish made of water crested the surroundings, each one swimming in harmony through the room. Roxxy had created them as she relaxed. It was an exercise that would have been tough for anyone without prodigious amounts of talent or training, and Roxxy had both in spades.

I could see them flickering as Roxxy split her concentration between her two elemental attunements. Her concentration mana was vibrating vigorously, the spell clearly taxing despite how quick it had been.

[That seems like it’s tiring,] I thought. [Is this…telepathy?]

[Yeah, it is tiring. And yes, it is telepathy, of a kind], Roxxy thought. I saw a bead of sweat gather atop her eyebrows and instead of sending more thoughts, her lips parted. “Except instead of reading minds, my magic is connecting our thoughts through our bond.”

“Huh.”

My elegant reply conjured a giggle from her. Despite my surprise, this wasn’t the first time I’d experienced this type of magic. It was the same technique the emperor had used. Though he’d been the one responding to my thoughts.

Now that I knew it was there, I could see how fragile the telepathic connection was, and how deadly it could be. Not to me, but to my friend. If I flicked the connection the wrong way, it would shatter and hurt Roxxy, and the only thing stopping me from doing that was myself.

The spell was a bond born of trust and approval by every metric of the word.

“It feels similar to how I could communicate with mana and read the intentions and thoughts of others through it, but more direct,” I said. “Can you read my mind?”

Roxxy raised a hand to my cheek, her fingertips brushing my skin. Her eyes closed as she focused, and her eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

“Hmm. Yes. I see. Roxxy is talented. Roxxy is fashionable. And most of all, Roxxy is amazing. Wow, Andross, you really think about this Roxxy person a lot,” Roxxy purred.

I rolled my eyes and gently swatted her hand away, eliciting a giggle from my friend.

“Okay, fine, I can’t do it without your permission, but I think you can sense that already,” she said, waiting for my nod of confirmation before continuing. “But this kind of magic helps in a fight. Wait, let me show you.”

Her thoughts flooded my mind again, accompanied by a faint sensation of hunger and mirth.

[Andross, get the big chips so that I can pick off your plate and eat half of them. Also, order an extra big scoop of ice cream.]

“Ice cream and chips,” I said. “Mission received.”

Roxxy beamed. “Yup, it works perfectly. Now I can tell you privately if I really want to eat something and need you to order it so that I don’t look like a gluttonous grec.”

“Grec, as in the monster?” I asked.

“No, grec as in the unicorn pig.” Roxxy smiled. “Yeah, that’s right. I know what a unicorn is. And a pig. And let me tell you, a grec is cooler. It’s like a pig but it has a unicorn horn and is also related to dragons.”

“You’re lying.”

I stared at her, and she blinked at me innocently. “I’m not. If you ask me, unicorns are the strange ones. I mean, horses are already magical. Why are you just adding a horn onto them? That’s just a horny horse. It’s downright ordinary.”

“No, we are not having this argument.” I shook my head. “You people are all wrong. Unicorns are amazing, and your standards for what’s extraordinary are too high.”

Roxxy’s body trembled as she tried to hold back her laughter. She failed. It rippled in waves over her, and I shook my head in exasperation.

“Amanda told you to say that, didn’t she?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she poked my chin, straining to push it upward as I resisted. “Maybe not. I’ll tell you if you tell me what my uncle and you talked about.”

I wondered for a moment why she didn’t just read my mind to do so. The telepathic connection between us was tenuous at best, and maintaining it was clearly taking up a lot of mana, but it was still there. I was even giving her permission to read my thoughts.

Then I realized that she simply trusted me to make my own decisions. And to tell me things at my own pace.

“Actually, I plan to tell all of you,” I admitted. “I just need to do something first.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“I’m going to make sure I’m doing what’s wise.”
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I walked toward a door coated in fine gold and gemstones. It sat at the end of a long hallway, with each section filled with priceless vases. The owner had remodeled the area himself, with permission from the church. I examined the vases with a frown. They were strangely familiar, reminiscent of the emperor’s throne room which was filled with similar vases.

Are vases a symbol of wealth in this world? I’ve never really thought about it, but I do see a lot of them.

A cough interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up to see William Wilhelm looking at me with his arms crossed and an amused expression on his face.

“William,” I said fondly.

“Why are you waiting outside of my room with a grim expression on your face?” William asked. “Did something happen?”

“I don’t even know where to begin,” I replied. “I think I need your help.”

“Then come on in. I’ll make us some tea. You know you can tell me anything.”

“Sure, but I should warn you that I’m genuinely worried that what I want to tell you might kill you,” I said. “So, we have that to consider.”

That caused him to pause. “Maybe give me some context first then.”

A few moments later I had a cup of ‘tea’ in my hand and was sitting on a chair so comfortable that it was fit for a divine. The tea itself was just the translation of the word I was using, but instead of leaves there was a turquoise scale in the water that gave it a strange flavor. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was definitely new to my tastebuds.

“My dad would faint if he saw your expression right now.” William chuckled. “That cost him an arm and a leg. Now then, tell me what you’re so worried about.”

“Let’s start with the safest topic. I was with Roxxy when…”

The memories. The Phoenix. The emperor. All of the events I’d witnessed and participated in spewed forth like a flood. However, I still held back from mentioning the divines themselves. Not until I was sure that letting William know about them wouldn’t harm him in any way.

Based on what little context clues I felt safe enough to give him, William assuaged my worries, his [Wisdom] skill allowing him to tell me the wisest course of action.

“It’s fine, go ahead and tell me,” he said. “Nothing bad should happen. If it does, then oh well. I’ll probably just explode into a puddle of goop.”

“Truly, every word you speak drips with wisdom,” I said.

Four hours and several cups of ridiculously overpriced scale tea later, I had told William everything. From my rebirth to my suspicions about Fue, and even the talk about the Crijik. Despite my fears, merely revealing the divine’s existence hadn’t caused it to appear. After all, there were so many people that believed it was real, and yet they’d never seen it.

Thankfully, he hadn’t exploded.

Lately, I feel like there are too many times I have to worry about people exploding when I talk to them. That can’t be healthy.

The thought caused me to chuckle, but there was no response. William had fallen silent. I’d just finished describing my talk with the emperor, and I could tell that my situation was causing my friend’s abilities to go into overdrive. William’s [Wisdom] skill was always active, in fact, I suspected it was a true passive, rather than being an active skill as he pretended it was most times, but even [Wisdom] would be struggling when it came to an issue of this magnitude.

Divines, conspiracies, and spirits. It was a lot to take in and I didn’t blame William for taking his time. As the minutes passed, I only grew more excited over the answer William would come up with. A plan of action was most likely, and possibly even a direct solution.

“I was right to tell my dad that you’re crazy. He says hi, by the way.”

William finally broke the silence.

“I say hi back,” I said. “Um, or maybe I’ll just tell him that when I see him in person.”

“You definitely should. Also, you should tell Amanda about your reincarnation as soon as possible.” William smiled. “Oh good, that was way easier to say than I thought it would be. There. That’s my answer. Tell her.”

I paused, confusion flickering through me. “All those Ioa shattering revelations and that’s the answer you come up with? I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting that.”

“You’re avoiding it because it’s an awkward conversation. I don’t need [Wisdom] to figure that out. A child could see it. Which I happen to be, even if I’m also not,” William said. “And until everyone is on the same page you can’t move forward. Especially if this involves her, or rather, Agni. Besides, you said Agni already knows about your reincarnation, right?”

“I suspect she does,” I admitted.

Agni and I hadn’t spoken directly about it, but she’s hinted multiple times that she knew about my reincarnation. It hadn’t surprised me, mostly because I wasn’t sure how much a magical Phoenix from legends made out of flames was supposed to know or not know.

Apparently, Agni was not supposed to know that. Reincarnation was something that nobody should know about, except from reading fairy tales and legends.

“Great, then tell Amanda. Tell Gerial. And fill in the gaps Roxxy doesn’t know, and then we can figure something out.” William nodded, satisfied with his answer. “That way you’ll put everyone on the same level of information.”

I glanced at the ground, and then back at William, but his determination didn’t fade.

“You’re confused,” William said.

“A little,” I admitted. “I get that you’re telling me the wisest decision, I just don’t get why. It seems like such a small thing to do.”

William smiled, and the atmosphere in his room shifted.

“Andross, if problems were rivers, then yours would fill an ocean. But they are still just rivers, and not all of them are connected. A thousand individual blocks can seem like an impossible obstacle when viewed as one. That’s what you’re doing now. You want an answer that will get rid of them at once, but wisdom isn’t a solution, it’s a process. You have to chip away at your obstacles slowly. One block at a time, so to speak. And right now, the key block to remove is a lack of information and clarity. Between us. Between our friends. Between you and those you love. To get any further in this journey, you have to make everything clear, and only then can you proceed. Often, the wisest solution is the simplest. In this case, there is no epic battle. Or a grand triumphant march. There is only talking, and listening to the responses you receive. You haven’t done the first, but that’s only because you fear the latter. And I can tell you that you don’t need to. I know that not because I’m wise, but because I’m your friend.”

There was a quality to his gaze that I rarely saw. An absolute confidence in his words, and a glimmer of age beyond his years. When he spoke, there was no doubt or fear. His words could bring down nations and force them to rise. He knew what he was saying was what would happen because to do otherwise would be foolish.

This was the power of [Wisdom], the skill that was coveted by the entire world.

“I hate it when you’re right,” I said.

“Really?” William blinked, a quiver of doubt entering his voice.

The ancient inevitability had disappeared, replaced by the uncertainty of a boy who didn’t know where he stood with his friend.

“No, of course not silly.” I bumped my fist gently against his shoulder. “It’s great. And your skill looks way cooler when you use it compared to mine.”

“You shine with golden light, wreathed with divine power and authority,” William countered.

“Yeah, but I don’t get to sound so certain doing it,” I replied. “Okay, I’ll tell everyone and get them up to speed. I guess I knew I had to do it eventually, it was just a little…tough. I probably should have done it earlier.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” William said, his words surprising me. “We usually know what’s wisest to do, but not when the wisest time is to do it. Emotions matter, too, and if you weren’t ready before now to tell people, then it wasn’t the right time. Wisdom rewards patience and preparation more often than not, so long as you don’t allow them to become distractions from what you inevitably need to do.”

I resisted the urge to comment on William’s calm expression, and terrifyingly absolute gaze. When my friend focused on his skill, he would get drawn into it, and it would take a few minutes for him to climb out of the temperament that [Wisdom] had established.

Until then, he would be solving all the issues I talked about rather than listening to them.

“All right, then, maybe I’ll take a couple of days to train and think about how I’m going to tell them,” I said.

I spent the rest of the day talking with William, and we soon diverged from serious topics into the mundane and whacky. We both knew I would follow his advice, so there was no need to harp on it. There were other matters to talk about as well.

Soon, it would be time for my Descent.


10 I AVOID CONVERSATIONS MORE THAN I AVOID MY TAXES


I’d always told myself that I didn’t have a fear of talking. I was just a little awkward. Now, as I sat on my bed, surrounded by twinkling flames and darting stones, I was forced to recognize that some things were fears, even if they didn’t feel like it. Roxxy, William, and Gold all knew about my reincarnation, Agni, too, though I hadn’t told her directly. Which meant Amanda and Gerial were the only people left to reveal that to.

All of them knew about my Mark, which was great, and none knew that I had seen the Crijik except for William. I could tell he hadn’t quite believed me at first, though I was sure his [Wisdom] skill told him there was no reason for me to lie.

As for the dreams of the Phoenix, well, not even I knew what that was about, but I’d tell them anyway.

It was my duty as a friend, and as a person who was going to ask them for help.

“The mark of the Crijik has always been what my new life has revolved around,” I murmured. “Perhaps it always will be. It and it alone is the guiding presence that defines how others see me, and how the world has been impacted by my existence. But now that I know it’s not the only power at play, how does this change things? I don’t really think it does.”

A grand quest was fine, but it didn’t change the fact that my entire life was a grand quest from the moment I’d been Marked. If Fue’s goal was to make my life exciting, then she was just adding a cup of fuel to an already burning sun.

Still, I didn’t see this new revelation as an obstacle.

I saw it as a giant step forward.

There was so much for me to do but knowing that part of my life had been directed by Fue was actually a relief. By all metrics she was better than the Crijik, kinder, and more benevolent. Looking back, she had given me nothing but boons.

Fue is worshipped as the divine that saved humanity, and her church is the one that has saved the most lives throughout history. Yet I can’t be sure she is truly kind without meeting her, and I don’t want to do that. I feel like having the images of two divines in my mind runs the risk of destroying me.

“Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to follow that path for a while.” I hummed. “Just for a bit. I might even find a Phoenix. If that’s what I’m supposed to do.”

Then another possibility occurred to me.

“Oh heck, I hope she doesn’t want me to kill the Phoenix. I won’t do that.”

I shook my head and slapped my cheeks. Fue’s intentions were a puzzle, but not one that needed to be tackled alone. Fue couldn’t predict the Crijik’s interference, but the mark had given me access to resources far beyond those I could have obtained before. And I had even received the chance to make excellent friendships.

There was only one problem. Fue had brought me here for a reason, that much was clear, but if I decided to follow her quest, it could take years to resolve. Those were years that I no longer had.

“How long would I have had to solve this puzzle if the Crijik never entered my life? A year? A decade? An entire lifetime?” I frowned. “Now, I have to do it before I die in my ascension. That’s a pretty douche move!”

The divines didn’t respond to my objections.

“Bah.” I dismissed my concerns with a wave. “Agni seems nice enough. I’ll have to talk to her about it, but there’s plenty of time after my Descent to search.”

Luckily, I had access to an entire church’s worth of information and spies. I hadn’t spoken with them much, but I knew that there was a paladin section of the church that functioned as its military wing.

Maybe someone in there had seen the Phoenix.

Or my parents, I thought. They might know, even if they don’t know that they know.

I resolved to ask them as well when I had the time. However, there were more immediate conversations I needed to have.

A shadow darted between my stones and through the juggling balls of fire, the flapping of wings hitting my ears and Gold glided onto my shoulder, ruffling his feathers and holding a twig in his hand. This twig was different from the others, shinier, and more metallic. I could feel the power of symbols pulsing within it, each one far more sophisticated than they had been only months ago.

Gold let out a shotgun of chirps, happy as a clam.

New material. Bigger shield. Better shield. Gold superior.

A smile bloomed over my lips, and I shook my head in fake exasperation. “Is that iron-wood? Where did you get that?”

Church give. Ask for it. Priests very helpful. Give many treats.

As Gold chirped, he glanced at the twig and then back at me. Then, he let out more chirps.

Wait. That a lie. No give food. So hungry. Starvation. Death.

“Well, I wouldn’t want you to die,” I said. “Agni would be sad, and I’d be devastated.”

Gold hung his head in shame, guilt flickering across his beady eyes, but then I lifted a treat from my inventory and his demeanor shifted in an instant, turning greedy as he gobbled it up before I could react.

The puffer flapped his wings in contentment, resting his head against my neck and brushing his feathers against my skin happily. It was a common occurrence, but now I appreciated it in another way.

This is something I might always have had. Or maybe I never would have. The mark gave him intelligence, and I know for a fact that it influenced him somehow. Probably in more ways than one.

A spirit that swallowed the mana of a divine. It was a union that I’d never considered strange because I’d assumed the mark had turned Gold into a spirit. If the puffer had always been one, then that would explain a lot. Like why he had showed up at my hut after the divine mana had appeared, and why he had always been so good at symbols, something that the Crijik’s mark had never hinted at providing help with.

“Actually, I thought spirits existed before the divines descended. Which means they existed before symbols. So, you shouldn’t be using symbols, right? Or maybe since you’re new, you just took on the properties of the current world. The emperor did say something about the laws changing,” I asked. “Gold, do you know why you can use symbols?”

Gold tilted his head and let out a couple of quick chirps.

I. Am. Amazing.

“Okay, okay, clearly that’s the answer, and the only one.” I laughed, scratching his neck absentmindedly. “So, how do you think Amanda is going to react to my reincarnation?”

A flash of nerves passed through me as I said the words, and I expected Gold to brush off the question with bored dismissals and questions for treats as he usually did. Instead, he glanced at me, straining his neck to meet me eye to eye. I felt a glimmer of recognition sweep over him, and he hopped down onto my lap, and made his way across the bed.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Each movement across the dirt on top of the bed caused a little tap as his talons clacked against the gravel hidden within. Gold glanced around, spotting his perch, and then the closet, but ultimately, he settled for sitting down on the spot, nestling in comfortably and facing me with an intensity I’d never seen in him.

Andross scared, Gold chirped. Amanda scary. Amanda awesome. Amanda want to know.

As always, the puffer was succinct with his words. “You’re right about me being scared. It’s dumb, especially for a guy my age.”

Not dumb. Human. So, yes, dumb. But Andross. Gold blinked, and then tapped the ground with his beak in frustration. I think he was having trouble trying to come up with the right words, since communicating with spirits was more about concepts than language.

Finally, he bobbed his head and chirped happily.

It’s natural. Human dumb. Andross kind. Andross not want to hurt. Amanda. Andross is kind, not dumb.

“Huh, I never really thought about it like that, but I guess you’re right.” I nodded.

Somehow, my companion had cut right into the heart of the issue. It’s true that I was worried about how Amanda would see me after finding out, but above that I was worried about how the knowledge of my reincarnation would hurt her.

Friendships and trust were fickle things, and we had grown closer with each passing day. The longer I kept the secret, the harder it felt like it would hit her.

“I guess a Band-aid has to be ripped off sometime,” I replied.

Band-Aid? Gold chirped. Type of emotion?

“Ha, no, just something from Earth.”

Gold looked up at me with interest.

“Not food,” I clarified.

The puffer immediately lost interest in the conversation, his long leg jutting out from beneath him as he grabbed nearby stones out of the air and added them to his makeshift nest on my bed.

So, tell. And tell quickly. Quicker time. Less worry.

“Geez, when did you get so wise?” I asked.

Gold always wise. Treats make smarter. Give more.

“I will not be responsible for overfeeding you,” I said, dismissing the flames around me and stepping off my bed. “But, okay, I think it’s time to tell the others. Like you said, waiting is foolish.”

With a gesture I brought out my texting regent and sent out a series of texts. I considered getting everyone to meet up together and deal with everything in a single strike, but then I shook my head.

This felt like a conversation of a more personal nature.

[Hey, let’s talk?]

“‘Let’s talk’? Geez, what am I, a teenager?” I chuckled.

The reply was immediate.

[Sure. I’m in my library. Come on over.]
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Amanda’s room doubled as a library, the church being surprisingly accommodating to her, and as I walked between the shelves, I started to notice something suspicious. There were several sections for different genres of books, each one filled with terrible titles, and they were all identical to the old library sections she’d had in Koshima. Even the books were the same.

I paused in front of one shelf in particular, the section filled with books on Marked ones. There was a small dent in the wood, so slight as to be insignificant.

Hang on. I think I made this notch when I was surprised by the ridiculous portrayal of Marked ones in her stories.

That was when I realized that this area wasn’t just a replica. Amanda had just her entire library moved over to the Eye.

“Well, that’s wasteful,” I said. “Or maybe not, since it means less trees are cut down.”

“What was that?” Amanda asked.

Her voice came from the end of the library, where I saw her resting on a familiar couch while holding a thick tome in her hands. She’d brought the rest of her furniture over from her mansion as well.

“Nothing.” I stepped back, glancing at my friend. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you while you’re reading.”

Amanda tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Nonsense, It’s impossible not to bother me. I’m always reading.” She frowned, and the strand of hair brightened as it transformed into gentle red flames “Wait. I don’t think I said that right. No, you’re not bothering me. Of course not.”

Amanda put down her book, lifting her head to gaze at me from her couch. I could see I hadn’t disturbed her. A blanket lay strewn across the couch and there were faint circles underneath her eyes, a by-product of her time spent with family. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be seeing much of her until my Descent, though that was only in a relative context, since I already saw her so much each day.

“How’s your mum?” I asked.

“Good. Great, I mean.” Amanda blinked in surprise. “Alexis, too.”

“Back to annoying you with his bravado?” I shot her a smile to let her know I was joking.

She smiled back, but it wasn’t a bright smile this time.

“Not as annoying as before, and weirdly, I kind of want him to be. I never thought I’d want our relationship to return to the usual so much,” Amanda said. Then she glanced at me, and her eyes narrowed as she saw me blocking the bookshelf from her view. “Hey, what were you looking at?”

“Nothing,” I lied.

“Liar!” Amanda jumped up, her eyes twinkling. Playful joy tugged at her lips.

She moved up to the shelf I’d damaged, and tapped the wood pensively. Then her eyes lit up when she saw the faint scuffing.

“You definitely weren’t thinking about the damage to my property you caused,” she said, strands of her hair transforming into flames as she spoke.

“Definitely not,” I lied.

“Well, since this is definitely my first time noticing it, I should probably scold you. Viciously.” Amanda pushed my back lightly, chuckling to herself.

“I just pushed a Marked one,” Amanda said. “I wonder if I’ll get punished for that.”

“One hundred percent,” I replied dryly. “Divine smiting should be delivered to you any day now.”

“Then I guess I might as well go all in.”

Two open palms pressing against my back was all the warning I got before Amanda pushed me with full force. I stumbled straight into a shelf, and I caught a brief glimpse of the heavy stack of books I was about to smack into.

A hand pressed against my chest, stopping my fall. It was Amanda’s.

“Oops,” she said. “I pushed too hard.”

I turned around and saw her looking down, her cheeks were flushed red, and her hair was literally aflame with embarrassment and a hint of shame. Deciding to tease her a little, I donned a serious and solemn expression to scare my friend.

“You’re definitely getting punished for that one,” I said.

“Oh, really?” Amanda tilted her head. “Because the teasing smile threatening to break out on your lips is ruining your tough words.”

“Ignore that. It’s a reflex,” I replied.

Amanda was already skipping to the couch by the time the words left my mouth. She jumped onto it, bouncing on the cushions, and then glanced back toward me and raised her finger, gesturing at me to follow her lead.

A chirp of agreement hit the air.

Andross. Gold. Welcome.

I looked to the source and saw a light perched atop the sofa as Agni watched us with a happy ruffling of her feathers. The flames on her body waved sleepily, making the Phoenix look like she’d just woken up from a nap. Knowing her, she probably had.

Gold sped through the isles of shelves, landing atop the couch next to the Phoenix. Once he’d perched, he watched me closely.

We hadn’t come here for fun chit chat and jokes.

A melody of chirps lit the area as they conversed, each sound too quick for me to translate. When they wanted to, the spirits could hide their secrets well. Or maybe they just slowed down a lot when talking to me.

“Sometimes I feel like they’re just making up sounds that don’t mean anything to fool us.” Amanda frowned. “I swear I heard the words, ‘secret’, ‘divines’, and ‘scaredy pants.’”

“They did not say that last one,” I objected.

“Not in direct quotes.” Amanda smiled. “So, I’m guessing you’re the scaredy pants?”

“Ugh.” I shook my head. “That’s what I’m here for. I have some stuff to tell you.”

My tone came out lighthearted and to my surprise I felt that way as well. I’d known Amanda a while now, in fact, I’d never had a friend as close as her when I was back on Earth. There were times when I didn’t know what she was thinking, that was just natural, but considering all I did know about her, she wasn’t the kind of person who would panic or get mad.

Amanda knew more than most how emotions could hold back secrets. She would take the news just fine.

“Well then.” Amanda gestured at the couch. “It sounds like you have one of those big surprises for me, like when you told me Gerial was hanging out with us while invisible, or when you were a Marked one,” Amanda said.

“Yeah, it’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. It relates to my age, but it hasn’t come up in conversations so far, so I figured I should get it sorted sooner than later.”

I plopped myself down on the couch, my body relaxing as I took a breath and fed Agni a treat.

“Andross, we already talked about this.” Amanda looked up at me with amusement. “You’re a Marked one, so your body grows quickly. See, I know everything now. And I have for a while.”

“Yeah, that’s not exactly right. Except it is at the same time.” I glanced around the room.

Agni’s presence gave me the perfect starting point for the conversation.

“So, I’ve been having dreams of a Phoenix lately…”

My dreams, and the divines that circled them, all came to light. Then I swayed casually into the topic of my birth. Specifically, what had happened before my birth. Not to toot my own horn, but I was getting pretty good at giving the, ‘I am reincarnated speech’. The details themselves were boring, and insignificant.

It was Amanda’s eyes that told the important tale.

Surprise. Shock. Disbelief. Elation.

Amanda’s eyes were wide, and she’d grabbed the sofa cushion, hugging it tight as she leaned in to listen to my story. Curiosity lined her gaze, and she didn’t look like she wanted to kill me. She also wasn’t devastated that I’d broken her trust by hiding this from her. That alone was already a great outcome.

“So, you’re older,” Amanda whispered, more to herself than me. “Interesting.”

I couldn’t pin down the origin of the strange tone of her voice, but she didn’t sound disapproving or betrayed. “…Yeah, I’m really reincarnated, Marked one of the Crijik, receiving visions of a massive Phoenix in chains. Also, I think I met the emperor and Fue might be guiding my life somehow. Any thoughts?”

Thwack.

One moment my vision was clear, and the next it was filled with a title spelling out the words Grand Throne Adventure Vol 9. The book bopped my nose gently, almost chiding me as it drew back. I rubbed my nose and felt it was unharmed, which felt oddly familiar for some reason.

“Ow.” I stared at her.

Amanda pulled back the book, dusting its surface carefully as though it was a precious object and my face had dirtied it.

“You pit donkey.” Amanda rolled her eyes. “I was all worried when you texted me. I thought you learned when to take a moment seriously. Not believing you is really tough.”

“And I thought you promised to stop hitting me with books. Also, it’s all true!”

Thwack.

This time I grabbed the book as it bopped me and pulled it out of Amanda’s hand. She pouted but I shook my head and stood my ground.

“No, I won’t give it back. Not yet. Because I’m going to say it all again, and this time I don’t want you to hit me with a book.”

Amanda leaned her head back against her cushion and looked at the ceiling. “Okay.”

“Okay?” I probed.

“I believe you, dummy. How couldn’t I? I’ve seen what you can do, and how you got here. Again. Well, even more than last time I suppose. Besides, I know you. You probably wanted to tell me but were worried. I can’t fault you for that.”

A weight lifted off my chest, and my lips curled upward.

“So, any questions?”

“Give me a second.” Amanda held her hand up.

A fiery puff of light filled the air as her hair flickered with flames, and I turned to see Agni looking at me, her emotions unreadable. The little Phoenix had been unruffled by the revelation of my reincarnation, just as I’d expected, but the tale of another Phoenix had caused her to rise and hop closer to me.

Before I could ask the Phoenix how she felt, there was a sharp breath from Amanda.

“There were so many clues!” Amanda slapped her forehead. “How could I be so dumb.”

Without waiting for my reply, she shot up, and straight to a section of her library labelled ‘reincarnation’. She came back with a dozen of the heaviest-looking books I’d ever seen and threw them onto my lap.

Taking the top one, she flipped through the pages and muttered to herself.

“I thought you were just super weird because you were a Marked one. But it’s all here. Just like I’ve been reading for years. Weird words. Wise attitude. Oddly calm demeanor. Lack of current knowledge. Terrible taste in ice cream.”

“Hey, that last one sounded personal,” I said. “There is no way the books say that.”

“And I missed all the signs,” Amanda sighed, closing her book and adding it back to the pile on my lap. It landed with a thunk.

Amanda looked up at me, and for a second, I saw a glimmer of uncertainty tinge her gaze.

“How do I greet this new Andross?” she asked, her voice softer this time.

“I’ve always been fond of the word hi.”

Amanda tilted her head, her hair cascading over her shoulders and caressing her neck. Her eyes trailed over me, each pupil glimmering in the light of her own flames and drinking me in as though she was seeing me for the first time.

A soft smile touched her lips, genuine and warm, as they parted.

“Hi.”

Thwap.

I smacked her on the nose with her own book.

“But why?!
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The light of ethereal flames warmed my side as Agni nestled onto my right shoulder. Amanda had wanted to ask a lot of questions. So many questions. Too many questions. But the Phoenix’s curiosity was of a different nature. She had listened intently to my story, especially the part that featured the titanic Phoenix in chains.

Which was why I had to ask Amanda to give us a little bit of privacy. Just this once.

“Fine, go have your important talk with Agni,” Amanda grumbled. “I’m going to go talk with Roxxy. She must be dying to talk about this. I know I am.”

“She probably has been,” I agreed. “Especially after today.”

Amanda’s eyes twinkled as she remembered what I’d told her. “Oh, right! She got your memories! In detail. So much detail.” Her hands clapped together, and her hair blazed with excitement. “I’m going to ask what she knows. All of it. Especially the embarrassing stuff. I wonder if she can share them with me. That way I watch it all directly.”

“Wait, no⁠—”

Amanda shut the door before I could stop her from leaving.

“Dang it,” I sighed. “That one came back to bite me hard.”

Agni chirped with amusement.

Amanda just teasing. Won’t ask blonde human Roxxy. She knows boundaries.

“Boundaries. And yet somehow, I keep waking up and she’s lying asleep next to my bed with a book in her hand,” I replied.

Agni tilted her head, and then chirped a single word.

Mystery.

I chuckled, and I heard Gold chirping his laughter alongside me. The puffer was resting on the couch, eyeing one of the books that Amanda had left open. He was riveted by whatever he was reading inside, and every few minutes he turned one of the pages carefully with his beak.

“So, that brings me to another mystery,” I said. “The Phoenix. Legendary spirit, fighter of divines, and current occupier of my dreams. Why?”

I don’t know. Agni flapped her wings, small embers spilling out of her flaming feathers.

A series of more distinct chirps soon followed, too quick to interpret. I took a few minutes to translate the entire speech.

Memories. Gifted at birth. Agni is a Phoenix. Agni is fire. Agni is a sliver. Monsters bad. Sliver of what? Big Phoenix, maybe. I want to know. Very much. Do not feel whole until I do. No Phoenix does.

“Don’t we all,” I said. “But you knew about my reincarnation. I thought you might know about this quest, too.”

Agni considered my words.

When meeting first time. I saw reincarnation. On you. Smelled funny. Smelled familiar.

It was a vague answer, but a shrug of her wings showed me that Agni didn’t know either.

Amanda family says Phoenix is life. And power. Legends say Phoenix is able to remake. Is the origin of reincarnation. Maybe we share a power. A connection. Gold is spirit, I am spirit. You are reincarnator, I am reincarnation.

“Reincarnation,” I breathed the word out slowly. “Not a reincarnator, but the concept of reincarnation itself.”

Agni bobbed her head in agreement.

You reincarnated. Phoenix is reincarnation. Maybe related? Yes. Definitely related. Divine interfere. Why? I do not know. Reincarnator meet reincarnation. I will help find, but not sure how. Other Phoenixes may help?

“We’ll find a way,” I promised. “Thank you, Agni.”

Then an idea came to me.

“You said you’re a sliver, but you’re not sure what you’re a sliver of. What about the other Phoenixes? Have I just told them all this information by telling you? I don’t mind that, but I want to know since they might have some ideas. I can’t be the first person to start looking for the Phoenix.”

Agni considered my words, stretching her wings and yawning away the final dregs of her drowsiness.

No. Phoenixes separate. All slivers. All distinct. Many Mitra have searched. None found Phoenix. Hidden from world. Unseeable. However, will ask others to help. Many will gather for Descent. Amanda family party for many days. After Descent, come. And Phoenixes will gather. I will bring them.

“Sounds like a plan.” I gave the Phoenix’s neck a scratch and she cooed. “Thanks, Agni. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Agni nodded, then hopped off my shoulder and onto the couch next to Gold. She let off a few chirps of encouragement, followed by a comment that surprised me.

Don’t worry. Phoenix long disappeared. Agni not fussed. Andross no pressure. My search. Not your search. Don’t force yourself.

“Yeah, that’s true, but now I’m kind of feeling like I want to,” I replied. “After all, after my Descent is done, what else have I got to do?”

Agni chirped.

That true. More magic?

Gold interrupted our conversation for the first time, shaking his feathers vigorously.

No magic. If no search Phoenix. Use free time. To feed more food. More treats. Grand victory. Much joy. Phoenix will forgive.

Agni and I chuckled at Gold’s words. Soon after, I left the two birds resting as they waited for Amanda to return. I gently closed the door to the library as I left, and as I did, my expression shifted into something a little more serious.

It was time to talk to Gerial.
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Gerial fell quiet as I explained the last moments of my situation. He had been expressionless throughout my story, and out of all my friends, he was the one I was the least certain about. Marked by a divine, and limited in his years, he had grown up with the eyes of the world on him, forced to mature under the expectations that he be everything they worshipped and more. As the silence dragged on, my concern grew.

If he were anyone else, I’d think he was in shock, but that wasn’t his issue.

As I’d suspected, it was another matter that took up his attention.

“Is it watching me right now?” he asked. “Or did it stop after you slew Yeux?”

Neither of us needed to ask what he was talking about. The Crijik. We dared not speak its name for fear of drawing its attention to us.

“I don’t know. And I don’t think I dare to find out,” I replied. “Do you believe me?”

“It’s hard,” Gerial replied immediately. “To think you’ve seen what everyone has claimed me to be. My entire life has been forced into a path because of the Crijik. Molded by it. As much as I always prayed that my situation would change, it does nothing, for the only person I can pray to is myself.”

Electricity crackled between his fingers, spreading out until it covered his entire being. For a moment a pressure swept over me unlike any I’d felt before. Gold masks, cardinals, and even emperors couldn’t compare to the being in front of me. He was a Marked one, trained from birth to be a divine figure.

When the Church of Artus had attacked they had brought all of their forces out to do so because they knew that any less would lead to their obliteration by his hands. Even then, they could only muster the courage to launch a surprise attack.

Gerial walked toward a nearby window, throwing it open and gazing out across the endless expanse of open sky around the Eye.

“Does this mean I’m not the Crijik?” Gerial asked. His question wasn’t directed at me. It was meant for something past the clouds and beyond the sky.

It was a question meant for a divine.

“No. It doesn’t.”

Gerial glanced at me, surprised at the certainty in my tone.

“I’d have thought you’d object the most, given what you told me about your previous world,” Gerial said. “A place where the divines don’t exist. Or at least have not yet been discovered. I could never imagine it.”

“You believe me?” I asked.

“I saw the battle through Yeux’s eyes. Through his magic. For a moment, we were one, as he pulled my consciousness to fight something greater. I didn’t see it. But I did see you. And those strange buildings you conjured. The cardinals thought you brought them out of one of Yeux’s memories. I thought differently. Too many little things didn’t add up.

I know what the mark bestows. Intelligence. Mana. Both invaluable, and both present. But you had so much more. Wisdom. Courage. Friends. Weird ice cream preferences. You may have been inexperienced, but you were never foolish and even when you were a mere baby, it was clear you were never younger than me. Every day I spent at your side I wondered why you were so much more than I ever was. We were both Marked, so why could you walk among crowds and be happy. Why could you approach people and not fear them? Why could you live when I’d been cursed to wallow in isolation?”

There was a bitterness to his tone, a biting edge accompanied each word, betraying the undercurrent of rancid memories that birthed his speech. Each day I went out and I saw him, invisible in form and untouchable in status and power, and yet I’d never considered that he had to see me as well. Andross Silver, the Marked one that nobody knew. Just yesterday I had gone out and spent a night in a city dedicated to the Crijik and built in the image of its doctrines, yet nobody had bothered me, or stopped me.

He’d never had that chance. There wasn’t a single day since he’d been born that fate had allowed him to be released from its chains.

“Gerial…” I paused, unsure of what to say.

My brother just held up his head and smiled. “Even then, I gravitated to the warmth of your spirit, and your friendship, even if it was the mark that brought us together. Finding out you’re reincarnated isn’t a burden. It’s a relief. Tell me, why do you think we could be the Crijik, even if there are two of us, and even if you have seen its being for yourself?”

My divine counterpart knew what I was going to say before I said it.

The Mark.

Every time it activated it sent waves of pain through us, changing us. With each speck of divine mana that filled our bodies we were swept along among an ocean of power far beyond us. His bright purple eyes were proof that his physical form was more than it had once been, and more than anyone else could be.

“I saw the Crijik. But I don’t know if I saw the Crijik.” I shook my head. “Not in its entirety. Perhaps I saw it only in a way I could comprehend. Maybe I saw a sliver of something infinite. I’m not sure. I only know one thing for certain.

We have something within us. A symbol. A Mark. Whether it’s solitary or a part of something greater is impossible to determine. We simply aren’t powerful enough.” I spoke each word slowly, watching his reaction carefully. “There’s a chance that the tales are right, and we ceased to be human the moment we were Marked. Seeing the Crijik doesn’t make that any less likely. It probably exists in dimensions I can’t possibly imagine. Or in a completely different way that overlaps with my own. Maybe I’ve already been replaced in all but flesh and mind. That’s what frightens me. I can’t know the truth even as a Marked one.”

As though it could hear our conversation, my mark pulsed with power, ripples of might emanating from it and pooling around it. It tugged at my heart, and I pushed it down as I watched my fellow Marked one for any reactions.

Gerial stepped up to his window.

He took several paces forward, then stepped out into the night sky.

I held out my hand instinctively to stop him, but Gerial wasn’t falling. Lightning crackled around his feet as he took calm and gentle steps over the heavens, each footfall accompanied by a crackle of thunder that swept out across the Eye and the city of Death.

Gerial looked over his shoulder toward me and held out his hand.

“Come, walk with me.”

With a deep breath, I followed his lead, stepping out into the night sky and bracing myself for the wind that would knock me down. However, there was none, and as I looked toward Gerial I saw a faint flicker of mana run across his form, ethereal and indistinct even through my Mana Sense.

It was wind mana.

Lightning. Wind. Using both in conjunction my brother in Marks looked down upon the city he commanded, and the worshippers within it. I could feel them looking back, each radiating magic and power that would have terrified me only a couple of years ago. A shiver ran down my spine as they focused on us, and I could feel their emotions welling up.

Divine. Majesty. Awe. Clarity. Notice us. Help us. Guide us. Command us.

The mana below us sang an impossibly loud song as it communicated the intentions of the city to us, each citizen’s emotions perfectly in sync. Nobody hid their intentions from us, screaming their thoughts and wishes as loud as they could.

It was a cacophony of chaos that caused me to step back, but a firm wall of wind stopped my pacing and pushed me forward. Gerial looked down at the city with a tranquil expression.

“A divine doesn’t retreat. Nor do we fall. We are an undeniable authority.”

Gerial waved his hand and lightning crackled across the sky, thunder accompanying it and drowning out the awed cries of the people below.

The lightning arced further, grappling with the air until it was grander than the Eye, and wider than the city. Endless streams of mana dissipated as the lightning continued, a showing of power far beyond what others were capable of. The divine mana added its authority and presence to the lightning, but it was the enormity of the manapool that left no doubt as to the element’s origin.

More people gathered, and I could see that some were curious, and others frightened. Whether they were silver masks or gold masks, nobody rose into the air to stop Gerial, for he could not be stopped.

His actions were divine, no matter how illogical they may seem.

“They want so much, and yet they refuse to get close to me. Those that do only want to take. Never to give. This is what it means to be a divine. A Marked one. The eyes. The watching. The awe. The loneliness. In a month you will Descend, and from that moment the people below us will be grains of sand on a beach compared to the eyes of the world that will be on you. On us. And there will be no escape.”

“I’m not going to worry about it too much. After all, you’ll be there, right?” I asked.

Gerial turned to face me, and for the first time I saw a genuine smile cross his features. Youthful, and reckless, it shone with the tenacity of a child that was free to show his emotions.

“What kind of brother would I be if I wasn’t.”
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Feeling like I was on a roll, I didn’t waste any time visiting my parents. The church had set them up in a section in the south of the city of Death dedicated to lower mana housing. To my surprise, it was one of the biggest sections of the city, spanning several districts. The entire area was regularly depleted of mana, allowing not only for non-magicians to live there, but also for various herb gardens and businesses that were frequented by all. Since toddlers and children would grow sick when exposed to mana all day, nurseries were visible on every street, each one filled to the brim.

Thankfully, despite the area being a separating barrier between mana and manaless, there was no discrimination, mostly because the entire area was home to the families and friends of powerful magicians.

Gerial’s successor had a big part to play in all this, I thought.

Gerial didn’t talk about our predecessor much. No Marked ones did. But I’d been curious enough to research her.

Juina, the forty-fourth Marked one of the Crijik, had been a kind person. Too kind, perhaps, since she accepted her inevitable death and spent her years helping out the community. She was the reason the building projects, orphanages, and hospitals had seen so much growth and focus from the church. Gerial had only continued her work, seeing no reason to interfere when the foundations were already laid.

Similarly, both Juina and Gerial had seen no reason to support discrimination. Juina had been kind, but Gerial abhorred the concept since he took being isolated and ostracized personally.

While Gerial lived, everybody hated discrimination within the city of Death.

“This place is amazing,” I said, speaking to Gold.

The puffer chirped.

Very cool. Many lights.

“You’re not wrong.” I chuckled. “It might be the middle of the night, but you wouldn’t be able to tell with all the activity.”

There was a religious reason behind the high level of activity. The Crijik was associated with the night, which meant Death was open at all hours. As for Gold, well, we’d reunited after my talk with Gerial, and he’d assured me that Amanda had looked incredibly suspicious and happy.

When I’d asked what she’d talked about or seen, Gold told me that what she’d talked about with Roxxy was a secret.

I was pretty sure the bird was messing with me.

What’s that? Gold asked.

“I’m pretty sure it’s an orchard a magician planted in their backyard.” I peered at a fenced off section of land. “Yup. I see life mana.”

His chirps were drawing the attention of a few people. None of them recognized me, but word had spread that the new Marked one of the Crijik had a puffer companion. A few passersby cast suspicious glances, then shook their heads in denial.

A living divine definitely wouldn’t be walking so casually among them.

We made our way through the various districts in peace. There were marketplaces, companies, an industrial district, and all kinds of amenities. They even had something akin to a cinema, which housed regents that displayed a person’s recorded memories using connection magic.

“Let’s take a quick look,” I said. “What’s the harm?”

Gold chirped in agreement.

“Excuse me!” I walked up toward a bored-looking teenager manning a desk. “How does this work? Also, what is this?”

“You haven’t heard of a Hukopamet?” the teen asked in reply.

I shook my head.

I have literally never heard that word in my life, I thought.

The worker gave me a tired look, but when he saw my earnest expression, he adopted one of his own and explained the process in vivid detail. Apparently, he had dreams of owning his own ‘cinema’ one day.

By the time Gold and I left, we knew everything there was to know.

A Hukopamet was essentially a place to view memories.

Not just normal ones, either. Grand ones. Adventurers galore. Historical wars. Monsters being slain by heroes. Magicians perform incredible feats of magic. Exploring the deadly ocean depths. In fact, several famous adventurers had contracts which guaranteed their next journey would be documented and released within certain dates. Which gave people something to look forward to and plan their entertainment around.

That was the ‘non-fiction’ section, and its contributors were called Hukos.

The ‘fiction’ section was filled with tales woven from people’s minds. Each new release was an entirely new story that had been born from their imaginations. Their creators, known as Pamets, had spent years perfecting mastery over their memories and imaginations, conceiving of entire false worlds and lives with clarity and vivid details. It was a skill they had dedicated their lives to, and each memory was at least two hours long after editing.

It’s basically a magical cinema, but people create the films with their minds, I thought.

The owners of the Hukopamet company paid varying prices to Hukos and Pamets. It all depended on the memories provided and how valuable they were, since this world had its own preferences for genres and creators. The Hukopamet had a guarantee of safety during the memory recording process and several large companies and organizations backed that guarantee. It also had several sound magicians employed to recreate the sounds within the memories, since they couldn’t be put into the regents that displayed the memories. How they managed that was a patented secret.

I was curious about how it all worked on a magical level, especially since my experiences with Roxxy had shown me that the spells involved weren’t so simple, but the cinema kept their methods under tight guard.

It was a shame since that kind of technology sounded useful to me. Especially since my friends were curious to see the highlights of my previous life.

Also, it could be a great way to train new abilities.

Maybe I could use my status to find out, but that would be going a bit far just to sate my curiosity, I thought. Then again, I could trade a memory with them in return.

It didn’t take me long to reach my parent’s new place.

Despite having access to the resources of the church, my parents had chosen a modest accommodation. Obviously, they hadn’t told anyone about their relation to me for safety reasons, so I knocked on their door quietly.

My visit was a shock since it was the middle of the night.

“You want to know about the old traditions?” Lindria asked.

“This isn’t what I expected, but it’s interesting,” Teral said.

My parents spoke at the same time, both staring at me in surprise. Well, my dad wasn’t so bad. He sat back on his chair, the same one from our shack, and leaned against the wall of the house, his feelings a mask.

I’d never seen my mother so surprised in my life.

“Can’t a kid ask about his parent’s beliefs?” I spread out my open palms innocently. “I thought you’d both love to teach me.”

“You’re a Marked one. My beliefs changed the moment I had to create a mask that hid you from a divine,” Teral answered.

My mother paused, then slowly nodded in affirmation.

“Oh, I didn’t consider that,” I replied. Gold chirped with amusement from my shoulder.

In hindsight, it made sense. My parents had both been confronted with the reality that the divines did play an active role in the world. In fact, I’d told them so myself. Which made it all the harder to deny that their old beliefs couldn’t hold up before the undeniable proof their son provided that the divines were real.

“Well, I’d still like to know about them,” I said. “Just what you can tell me about the four spirits.”

“Spirits? I’ve never heard of the term except for when you told me about Gold. The guardians, however, might be them.” Lindria took charge. “The tiger of the forest, the turtle of the sea, the dragon of the sky, and the Phoenix of the mountain.”

“Guardians?” I tilted my head.

“They’re called that because they’re said to have guarded humanity when the first divine descended,” my mother replied, her tone regaining a little of its reverence. “Each one was associated with a special power, though they didn’t have Marked ones like the divines do. No. They gifted a portion of their abilities to those they deemed friends.

I was told that there were four grand societies that worked with the guardians before the divines came. Each one was centered around one of the guardians and their homes and was protected by them. These four were the last to be destroyed, but also the most thoroughly wiped out. It’s said that in their prime the guardians passed different aspects of their powers onto different families, each one forming powerful clans that vied for power among themselves.”

“Is that true?” I asked, a little skeptical.

Information about the world before the divines was scarce, but that didn’t mean stories hadn’t been told about them. Ancient documents had also been discovered over time, hidden deep in protected vaults before they could be destroyed.

“Who knows,” my mother sighed. “The ancient traditions have been passed orally and through connection magic since the burning of all knowledge. Tall tales get spun. Memories fail. It’s impossible to tell fact from fiction. It’s not the most efficient system, but the first few generations after the divines descended were scared that they and the rest of the world would go mad again and destroy anything written down. Old habits are hard to break.

We don’t even know if the four guardians really existed. If they did exist, then what we do know is simple enough. The tiger held the power of speed. The turtle carried protection. The dragon was filled with might. And the Phoenix was the origin of reincarnation.”

I paused. “Reincarnation?”

“Yes, reincarnation,” my mother chuckled. “I know, it’s silly.”

“I’m Marked by a divine and have to hide from its sight, so I don’t think reincarnation is a crazy concept,” I replied.

Lindria gave me a pensive look, then nodded. To the side my father had put his hands behind his head, listening curiously. Despite initially following the same traditions, he was less involved than my mother.

That didn’t surprise me considering he was raised as the scion of a noble family.

“How did you learn all this?” I asked.

“My father, Veral. And his father before him,” My mother replied. “Your great grandfather actually lived in a community dedicated to worshipping the Phoenix. Then he met my grandmother, a traveling adventurer, and decided that life in the southern continent wouldn’t be so bad. If he hadn’t been so dedicated to the traditions, I doubt he would have passed them on to his son after moving, let alone dad passing it on to me.”

“Huh. His name is Veral? I don’t know why that surprises me, I never really thought about the other side of my family.” I replied.

They never tried to isolate me or enslave me, so I was happy to ignore them. Especially since they never came to visit. Though the Gesti caused that issue, I thought. If I hadn’t been Marked, I might have encountered them a lot more. Maybe even known them like I now know my grandmother.

“Where are they now?” I asked.

“Well, your great grandfather passed away after a happy life,” my mother said. “As for my father, he’s back in his old community. Went to visit it upon your great grandfather’s passing and decided it was the right life for him. I studied there for a while, but then I met your father, and the rest is history. Long, long, history.”

“Wait. My grandfather’s alive?” I asked, blinking in surprise. “Did he try to help you when the Gesti came?”

“He did, but those that follow the ancient traditions don’t have much sway in politics,” Lindria said, her voice taking on a hint of sorrow. “Let alone against an immortal family. I would have gone to visit him now that we’re safe but…”

She glanced at me, and I smacked myself on the forehead. “But I’m a Marked one.”

I’m not quite sure what the direct comparison was, but being the embodiment of a divine probably wasn’t a very good conversation starter. I wasn’t the Marked one of Artus, who had killed the spirits, but there might not be much difference to them.

“Where’s the mountain?” I asked. “I want to go and pay them a visit after my Descent. Maybe we all can.”

“That would be nice,” Lindria said wistfully. “It’s on the western end of the central continent, I believe. That was where the first humans were said to live, before the divines arrived.”

“I remember visiting that mountain. I’ll find the old map we kept,” Teral added. “It was a dead place so they had trouble growing food, but if they moved then it wouldn’t have been far.”

Holy Fue, William was right, I thought. Talking really did solve a lot of problems.

Just like that, the final task was done.

I had talked to my friends. I had talked to my parents.

All that was left was preparing for my Descent.
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[Mana: 33,870 -> 35,170]

My gaze was calm as I looked at the system notification. An entire month had passed since my meeting with the cardinals, and I could feel the energy buzzing in the air as the Eye prepared for my Descent. My Descent wouldn’t be held on the first day of the next month, but on the last Crijik in the current one. That shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. I’d forgotten that the names of the days were labelled after the divines, and not the same as on Earth.

Most times I mixed up the days of the week of Earth with the Ioan ones. Why would they name their days after their gods?

Oh, right. Thursday. Thorsday. Saturday. Saturnus. Sunday. Sol-day, otherwise known as Helios. Huh. I never thought about that. Wait, are all weekdays named after gods?

I shook my head. I was getting distracted.

This was the most important day of the year. My Descent. For me, it was just an acknowledgement of my divinity. For the world, it represented a change. One they weren’t sure would be for the better.

A few flickers of my fingers across the air brought up a series of screens, each taking the form of a blue box. Sitting in my system was the 10% boost into any stat that I wanted. I hadn’t used it yet, but I knew the time for waiting had passed.

[Would you like to increase your manapool by 10%?]

I hesitated, knowing that this would be the final time I would get a chance like this. I gave the box a firm nod of my head.

“Yes,” I said.

A burst of golden light radiated forth from within me as I activated the boost, and I winced. I expected pain, and a swelling of my body greater than any I’d ever experienced. Instead, I received tranquility, and a sensation of harmony that sang across my veins.

“That felt nothing like activating my Mark,” I said, almost stinging in my tone.

[Mana: 35,170 -> 38,748.]

I’m almost at forty thousand mana. Damn. And it’ll continue adding 10% to every boost I receive. I’m almost afraid of how high my manapool will end up being by the time I’m twenty-five.

To others, the amount I’d received might represent the fruition of a life of training, or enough luck that they’d need to risk their life several times over to receive it. To me, it seemed like just enough to make the usage of my boost worth it.

I still felt a little regret, but all my other stats were useless. The system wasn’t what gave me power. My bond with magic was the driving force behind my strength.

Well, and my symbols. But I have other plans for those. Ones that’ll need to wait for the Descent to be over.

“How are you doing over there, champ?” a sprightly voice called out.

I glanced over to the source of the voice and smiled as I spotted my father.

Teral Jâl was lankier than I remembered, his face showing signs of wrinkles born from worrying, but he showed none of that as he approached me, wrapping me up in his arms and ruffling my hair.

“To think we tried too hard to hide this secret and now you’re going and telling the whole world about it. I might be inclined to feel a little furious,” Teral said, his lighthearted tone telling me that he wasn’t really angry.

“You protected me until I was strong enough to face this,” I replied, letting him mess up the delicate and regal hairdo a trembling church member had spent half an hour creating. “Thank you.”

Teral pulled back and examined me carefully, nodding in satisfaction. “There’s no need for thanks. I’m your father, that’s what we do.”

Clink.

A single chiming sound escaped my father’s vest and he frowned. He’d been making the sound all day thanks to his new suit, an iron carapace that had been etched with various runes that shone bright.

Teral was wearing an onze, the rune-crafted regent passively absorbing mana from the air.

Usually, a regent would have a function, but in this case all of the runes were dedicated to a single job, wasting mana. The moment they absorbed the ambient mana they then spit it out, either dismissing it from their form or using it to form a series of prettily colorful but ultimately meaningless lights.

Most of them were organized artistically, but for some reason the designer had decided that a single color wasn’t enough. Red, blue, green, and silver all flashed out at random from different parts of the iron suit, each one a different shade and brightness. It was like looking at a disco ball that was being worn by an unfortunate man.

“I look like a damned lighthouse got drunk,” my father moaned.

“It’s better than dying from mana exposure,” I reminded him.

“Is death by embarrassment truly better?”

My father clinked as he moved and I turned my head away to hide my snickering face, but it wasn’t very successful since I heard him stop and shift back toward me.

“See, you do have a problem with my suit.” Teral crossed his arms, clinking as he moved.

“Me? No, of course not.” I turned back toward him, my face a perfect picture of innocence. “It’s very manly, and Mum says she finds it very flattering.”

A grumble escaped my father’s lips, accompanied by a sharp series of clinks as he moved into my gigantic closet to find another mirror to look at himself in. The moment he was out of sight I let out a sharp laugh, and he responded with a pained shout from out of sight. He shut the door to the closet to hide himself, but his lights peeked out from the gap underneath the frame of the door.

He looks like a knight who’s going to a rave, I thought, a childishly gleeful smile spreading across my features.

“I do think he looks quite manly, knights were quite a catch back in my day,” a quiet and firm voice spoke out.

A glance to the side showed my mother walking into my room from the open door. Unlike my father, she was a magician and could handle the flow of mana easily, so she wore a simple blue dress and had placed her hair in a bun, five silver needles sticking out of it.

Those needles had been my own addition. With a moment’s notice I could manipulate the silver needles to defend her. It was a precaution we’d also taken with my father’s suit.

With a gesture I conjured my own [Heart-Silver] spear into my hand, the normally liquid material now solid and flashing with runes.

It took me so long, but I finally managed to put them onto one of my objects. I mused. I spent a lot of time on my other project, but I always knew it would be tough to get that one ready before the Descent.

Most of the runes were simple hardening ones, allowing the spear to become nigh indestructible. [Heart-Silver] was an amazing conduit for the concepts of runes to flow through, and it could handle having multiple of them strengthening it. In fact, the crafting process had been so successful that I’d added another rune to the spear. One that flashed with a sickly green light whenever I gave the regent my mana.

Oubliez’s symbol. The power of a monster that refused to be seen, even by divines.

As I looked at it, the spear shifted under my gaze, blinking in and out of existence. Of course, it was still there, but it was harder to look at, and harder to notice. A single flash of the spear would be all anyone would see before it hit them. Maybe they wouldn’t even see that much.

“Terrifying,” my father said, emerging from the closet with a cape-like attachment draped over his suit. It hid most of the lights, though some still poked through the fabric. “If I hadn’t helped create it, I would have assumed it wasn’t there.”

He held out his hand and I passed the spear to him, allowing him to inspect it thoroughly.

“Do you think there’ll be problems today?” my mother asked. Lindria didn’t sound scared.

She was wondering if she should be preparing for a fight.

“No, of course not,” I lied. “The church just recommended that I look strong.”

A fistful of side-eye told me that my mother hadn’t bought my petty excuse, but I didn’t mind. Lindria’s spirit had been forged in far hotter fires than could be seen from the outside. The target of an immortal household, known as the Gesti.

The same immortal household that would be making an appearance today, alongside the other three.

I wonder if Bob will be there.

Once upon a time leaving our hut would have been impossible for my mother. The immortal household had a firm grasp over the world, and they believed her to be responsible for the death of one of their own. A man I knew as Gesti Bob.

What they had neglected to tell her was that he wasn’t quite dead. Or rather, he was, but thanks to magic a golem with most of his memories had been created and ordered to stay within the confines of their territory alongside a smaller, childish golem that wielded the same memories as Bob, but only those of his childhood days.

Together, they were attempting to recreate the First Night in a painting. An event that I knew could damage the world in irrevocable ways.

When Yeux exposed my memory of the First Night to the humans his magic connected him to, they all died. What would happen if the Gesti completed their painting and showed it to the entire world?

A slap on my back cut off my chain of thought and almost sent me flying forward into my mirror. Only the tug of a dirt tendril kept me steady, and I sent a sharp glance at my father.

“Too solemn, we need more fun,” Teral said. “Why is my child looking so serious?”

“Maybe it’s because I’m about to be confronted by the entire world,” I said, my tone dry as a desert.

Despite my words I knew that he was right. Worrying would do nothing. The time for action had come, and my response had sent the world into a spiral.

Now, it was time to deal with the consequences.

A flick of my wrist sent two streams of earth and water toward my doors, opening them smoothly and revealing my guards outside. Each of them nodded as I rose and strode toward them. My parents walked by my side as equals, and not following behind me like everyone else did. Although, I could have survived without them messing with my hair as I moved.

“Is that Agni?” my mother asked.

I looked up at her words and saw a small bird illuminating the corridor in front of us with the gentle light of her flames. Agni chirped as she spotted me, flapping her wings and gliding onto my left shoulder, where she nestled in calmly. Even when Gold wasn’t around, she still respected that he enjoyed sitting on my right shoulder.

Congratulations. Descent. Fun.

“Thanks,” I said, keenly aware that my parents couldn’t understand her. “Where’s Gold?”

Helping Amanda. Be pretty. Knows flair.

“He’s giving Amanda fashion advice?” I tilted my head, wondering if the little Phoenix was messing with me. “I believe you.”

Agni puffed up happily with flames, the fire harmless and cool to the touch.

After explaining my situation to Amanda and Agni I was worried that the Phoenix would distance herself from me. Instead, she had acted like normal, though occasionally I could see her ruffling her feathers in anticipation.

Phoenixes coming. Many will meet you.

“I’m looking forward to it,” I said sincerely. “I might not bring up our discussion during the Descent. Too many eyes.”

Wahyu had told me the church was expecting a million visitors and that was their conservative estimate.

I’d laughed. Then I’d realized he wasn’t joking.

Smart. I will tell them. Talk only chit chat. Talk serious when safe. They will play dumb. Most are dumb.

Agni’s chirps caused a chuckle to escape my lips.

“Will it be a problem for them to find their way there?” I asked. “Amanda and Gold, I mean, not the Phoenixes.”

“We will make sure that your friends are allowed early into the ceremony platform,” my guard captain said. “Are you ready to go?”

“I’m not the kind of person to keep the world waiting,” I replied.

Internally, I could feel my nerves bunching up and starting to party.

The sounds of my footfalls echoed in my ears, accompanied by those of my father. Each of my guards was silent, despite their armor, and I couldn’t hear my mother’s footsteps either. I wasn’t sure if that was because of her magic, or her training. Maybe it was both.

“So, how does this work?” Teral asked, a hint of nerves in his tone. I’d explained the Descent to him before, and he’d heard stories of the ones that had occurred in his lifetime, but that knowledge was escaping his grasp now that the event was finally here.

“Normally, I stand on a platform, and everyone takes a look at me,” I said. “It’s a ceremony designed to show off a baby. Those of lower standings come first, bearing gifts. Followed by the households that wield true power in the continents they have settled in. Finally, the empire and the churches will come to greet me. Everybody goes home after that.”

Well, I doubt it’ll be that smooth. But a Marked one can dream, can’t he?

“Normally,” Teral repeated. “But this isn’t normal.”

“No, it isn’t,” I sighed. “I’ll have to talk with a lot of people, that’s for sure. The factions of the five continents will be coming in first.” I shot him a cheeky grin. “If it helps ease your nerves, The church only invited the top one thousand powerhouses. So, it’s not like everyone is coming.”

My father slapped me gently on the back, his suit clinking as he moved. “Don’t tease your father like that. I could have a heart attack.”

“Better now than in the middle of a thousand factions,” my mother joked. “It sounds simple enough. I know you won’t be afraid to talk to strangers, and we’ll be there to support you,” Lindria said, her eyes flashing with a steely glint. “Teral, sweetie, will your family be allowed there?”

My dad looked at me.

“Oh,” I replied. “Yeah. I sent them an invitation. Grandma, at least.”

My mother was talking about the Jâls. Teral’s side of the family.

“Did you think I meant my father?” My mother smiled.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

She looked at me fondly. “After we spoke, I sent my father a letter inviting him today. He hasn’t replied, but it’s a start.”

My mother brought out a copy of the letter, handing it to me, and I wondered how she’d anticipated this. Skimming it, she hadn’t told him about my status, and it didn’t include the fact that I was the Marked one that was being celebrated. Which was unfortunate, but it made sense. I didn’t want him to hate me before I met him in person and showed him who I was as a person.

I wonder what her family is like.

“I’ll see him someday.” I tucked the letter away. “As for dads family, I’m not letting them do anything to harm you, so don’t hold back. But when it comes to strangers, I also don’t want you to be too close to me when everyone starts arriving,” I said. “That could be dangerous.”

“I’ll show them dangerous,” my mother said.

“By being in the stands and not angering the many, many powerful people who are present,” my father hurriedly interjected.

A single chime interrupted my reply, and I saw a portal opening at the end of the corridor, taking the form of an ornate marble door that swung open at my approach. My guards and I were calm as purple mana spilled forth from it, so thick that it pooled across our feet like water. Without breaking my stride, I stepped through it, giving my father a hand as he hesitated.

“I thought I’d freeze.” Teral frowned. “I guess not this time.”

“The suit is already working wonders,” I remarked.

With a single step into the portal, I found myself in a world of floating stones and endless oceans of purple mana. The Nexus world, the hub of all portals and teleportation magic. Vast swaths of the land lay uninhabited, save for the odd boat or vessel guided by magicians using the spatial element.

Beyond them was a gargantuan structure that was impossible to pin down. A hundred thousand corridors lined its body, their entrances almost mistakable for eyes glowing bright in the purple mists of the Nexus world. The building rippled with movement, upward and downward, as it breathed.

This was the Nexus, the living structure that guided humanity through the chaotic ocean of space mana.

Are you a spirit, too? I asked internally.

“When I was a child, I was told that the Nexus was one of the guardians,” my mother said at the same time. “A proto guardian, if you will, since it doesn’t live in Ioa like the others did.”

“Huh, interesting,” I replied.

Agni also focused her attention on the Nexus, her eyes trying to pierce the purple mists obscuring its body.

Every time I passed through the Nexus, I thought I felt a kindling of resemblance between the Nexus and Gold, so subtle that I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t imagining it. Portal travel was fascinating. For those that practice magic it was a wondrous journey through an unknown and undiscovered land. Normal people like my father simply froze in place, protected by the Nexus’ magic and guided toward their destinations.

For that reason, a rumor had spread across the non-magicians that portal travel was instantaneous.

“This is still part of the Eye, right?” I asked one of my guards.

The man jolted, then steadied himself with a deep breath.

“Yes, sir. I mean, Andross—Sir Andross.” The guard nodded hastily. “One of your predecessors believed that the ascension was failing because it wasn’t meant to be held on Ioa. She had the Nexus world portion of the Eye created over the course of her life and held her ascension within this world.”

There was no need for him to explain how that attempt had gone, so he didn’t. My guard looked relieved when I nodded with interest.

“That’s not a bad idea.”

I gazed at the structure I was currently standing in. It wasn’t as big as the Nexus, or living, but it was still as big as a city. Right where the Eye would be in normal space was a series of tunnels and corridors all linked together and leading to different doors. They were warped, and twisted, and led to places that should have ended in thin air. Other corridors led to a single door but from multiple angles, and I knew that opening the same door in different directions would lead travelers to completely different areas.

That was a key trait of the Nexus world. It looked like ours, but it didn’t share the same dimensions. Up was not up. Down wasn’t even up. The cacophony of clashing physics was enough to make a person’s head spin.

I couldn’t even be sure time was flowing in the same way. For all I knew it just felt like it was.

We were walking toward a distant door. It was plainer than the others, carved from a strong and firm wood similar to mahogany. Next to it were three people. Two were church guards, each wearing one-eyed masks laced with golden etchings. They radiated power, but it was incomparable to the large man beside them.

“Wahyu.” I waved at him.

The cardinal waved back, his ever-jovial expression slightly strained. He was draped in white robes that had been modified to be sleeveless, revealing tattoos that ran down his face and across his arms. Each line formed several symbols and looked like they were made of soft blue and green metal. Sometimes, when Wahyu didn’t think I was watching, I had seen them shift in color.

When we first met Wahyu had been disguised as a normal church follower that was teaching me symbology and the foundations of the church. He had kept his power hidden from me until it was required to save my life.

Now, there was no hiding his importance. The mana of the Nexus world shimmered around him as he exuded power.

“It is an honor to meet the parents of our Marked one.” Wahyu bowed low as my parents arrived.

“Oh, there’s no need for that. I’ve heard you’ve helped Andross in more ways than we can ever repay.” Teral’s demeanor switched instantly into one of calm politeness. His back was straight, and his words measured, revealing the education of the noble environment he had been raised in.

“Nevertheless, it is still an honor,” Wahyu said. “Andross is unique, and I say that not in the context of his Mark, but his nature. Meeting the parents that raised him is something I’ve wanted to do for a while.”

“He was already unique by the time he was born,” Lindria said dryly. Suddenly, I had a feeling I knew where some of my dry humor had come from. It hadn’t all been there in the previous life, and years of being raised by my mother had clearly built up some new habits.

Wahyu turned to me, raising an eyebrow as he examined my features.

“I can sense a disturbance in your temperament,” he said.

“I’m definitely not thinking about all the things that could go wrong,” I replied.

My teacher chuckled, and with a wave of his hand the two guards by his side fell in line behind him.

He tapped his knuckles against the surface of the door, and a single flash of magic escaped his skin, pouring into the wood and resonating with a soft click. The door was silent as it flew open, revealing a dark sky and countless stars.

“Through here.” Wahyu held open the door.

My parents squeezed my hands, and I took a deep breath. “Well then, I guess this is it.”

I stepped through the door.
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Gold flew over the Eye, surveying all that lay within his domain. Technically, it was Andross’s domain. But what was his, was also Gold’s. That was what the puffer had decided, and none had objected. Not even the kind priests, or the mighty cardinals.

They even gave him treats.

Ten of the twelve cardinals were spread out, surveying the surroundings, and one more was hidden in the sky, keeping an eye out for any threats.

The cardinal sat on the empty air, not a sliver of magic around him, and yet he did not fall or falter. His pupils were deep pits, far deeper than Andross’s friend Gerial, and Gold could see something moving within them. It didn’t look tasty.

Gold chirped as he passed by the cardinal, the one that Andross called Ghalius, the Whisper.

Hello.

“Ho’ there, little one.” Ghalius raised a wispy hand. “It’s rare for someone to spot me. Come, admire the view.”

The words didn’t leave the cardinal’s mouth, which was shut tight, but Gold still heard them clearly. Adjusting his wings and circling back, Gold chirped at the cardinal.

Strange-closed voice. View good. You make?

“I’m afraid that credit goes to our fine priests and bishops.” Ghalius gestured toward the Eye.

Below them, priests had gathered by the thousands, each one wearing one-eyed masks as they flocked together. Bishops guided them, giving out orders calmly as they erected mighty buildings in bulk from storage regents the size of buildings.

Eleven grand seating areas, Andross called them stands, had been erected over the past month, each one floating in the air. They held more chairs and pews than Gold could count, but he knew more than fourteen in each one, since there were more seats than he had talons.

His keen eyes observed the differences between the buildings.

All of them were lacking rooftops, which was strange. It left their chairs exposed, which Gold felt was a little silly.

Five were intriguingly familiar. Two were made of stone and metal in honor of Andross’s attunements. Two more had been forged of solid fire and water, the elements clashing in a war of mana and magic. There were beings inside the four stands, denizens of the elements that had been invited by the church and guarded each area, but Gold couldn’t eat them, so he ignored them. The fifth stand was composed of several regents, including shielding regents that mimicked the ones he liked to make. Draped over its side was a building-sized image of a purple bird.

It was a puffer. One that was handsome. With perfect black and purple feathers. And a bulging stomach that spoke of happiness and treats.

That’s me, Gold chirped with joy.

“Indeed, it is.” Ghalius chuckled. “To see a puffer celebrated at a Descent. Well, they say centuries are enough to see everything. They lie.”

Centuries are boring. Gold replied. Too long. No longer special.

Ghalius’ eyes lit up. “Now there’s an interesting point.”

The cardinal wanted to continue his thought, but then he blinked, and peered toward the Eye. Gold looked down and saw Andross emerge from a pinkish-white door, purple mist spilling out from within it.

He stepped onto a platform that had been specially designed and built for the Descent, its size almost equal to one of the stands.

Nexus world. Gold chirped. Andross is here.

“Which means I must make sure our defenses are perfect.” Ghalius nodded. “I shall leave you to your viewing, wise puffer.”

Gold flapped his wings in response and the cardinal disappeared. Again, there was no hint of magic or runes, but Gold didn’t spare time on small details. Instead, he looked out toward the stands again.

He glided past the metal, fire, and water stands, each taking minutes to pass by, and then dove into the stone seats, weaving joyfully through them with grace and poise.

Once he exited the stone building, he found himself flying toward the final six buildings.

These ones were even stranger than the others. Not because they were more brazen, but because they emanated a majesty that equaled his own.

He didn’t like that.

The first stand was composed of feathers, each gold and white, and within those feathers he could feel eyes staring at him, their irises painted gold. When he flew by them, he felt a slight shift, ever so small, and one of the feathers waved at him. He flew down to investigate the errant feather but when he arrived, he only found painted stone. With a huff of annoyance he took to the air once more, twirling through the pure white seats placed throughout this stand.

The next two stands were much more agreeable. One was held up by mighty roots, the entire building part of a single tree that had willingly moved itself and its branches in a way that was convenient for nesting and perching. Next to it was a stand composed entirely of the elements, with no chairs but plenty of dirt for him to ruffle his feathers in.

Gold took note of them for later. The next two stands contained chairs of axes and swords, too sharp to sit on, and runes galore making each new chair a different regent. And, finally, Gold flew over the last stand. The entire building was carved into the shape of a single eye, and the chairs were dark purple tendrils that exited the eye in waves.

He wanted to investigate them, but he had spent too many minutes flying past each one. Andross would need his presence. Just as he always did. His friend couldn’t function without him.

And Andross had treats. Which was always good.
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Warm stone and fields of earth greeted the soles of my shoes. We stood on a huge platform that jutted out of the Eye, but instead of being made solely of physical materials, it was composed of water, fire, metal, and earth. Displayed for all to see, it looked like the four elements had fought for supremacy over the sky.

Eleven stands, each able to seat hundreds of thousands, floated around the platform, each one a gargantuan titan of magical and runic engineering. They were where the thousand factions would be seated.

Seeing the church’s setup never failed to take my breath away.

The right side of the platform was composed completely of flames, each of them writhing in tandem with several defensive spells that flowed across their surface. Two tracks of blue flames ran up to a gate that stood solitarily among the flames. Carved from obsidian and crimson stones, fire mana spilled from it in a way reminiscent of mana from portals. Two figures guarded the gate, too tall and lanky to be human. Each one was bathed in layers of flames that formed several distinct sections of armor. In their hands were dark red tridents, and every time the air touched them it hissed, dissipating into nothingness.

Fire domain denizens. Tier one. Strong.

Agni’s soft chirps filled my ear and I nodded.

I had no idea what any of those words mean, I thought.

To my left sat a lake of water, each step on its surface sending out ripples across my vision. It was crystal clear, yet reflected the stars above, and I could feel peace and serenity within the mana that had been used to create it. Creatures I’d never seen before swam through it, and as I peered closer, several dozen lights blinked into existence, each one attached to a long thin silver-blue body that was covered in scales. Even looking at it sent a shiver down my spine, and I was reminded of when I saw the Crijik. Something was pulling at my sanity, though with far less force than the divine.

“Best not to look at that one for too long,” Wahyu said.

I tore my eyes away from it. “I won’t.”

A single glance was all I needed to figure out that the waters of the platform ran deeper than I could see and imagine.

The middle of the platform was a combination of metal and earth. Several trees wrought of iron had been planted within, each one radiating metal mana. Once, I had seen a sapling of these trees, and it had been used to create a cultivation room. Now, I stood among a grove of adults. The bark shifted, the leaves rustling in an invisible wind, and a closer inspection revealed that the trees were breathing. I could feel something else in the air, deadly and sharp, and a flash of movement in the shadows of the leaves around me let me know that I would never be alone in this forest.

The mana within greeted me happily and offered me comfort. I reached out and accepted their offer, the dirt flickering through the air and surrounding me protectively. It formed a shield around me, dancing around me with the joy of life.

A sharp chirp broke my concentration and I turned to find the source.

Two beady eyes met mine as my gaze swept across the forest, and I smiled as I spotted Gold. He jumped off a branch and landed on my right shoulder. His head turned and he glanced curiously at Agni on my left.

“Hey there.” I tickled Gold’s feathers. “Agni was worried about you.”

Agni puffed up on my left shoulder and Gold chirped with amusement. His feathers were windswept, and it looked like he’d been flying.

My entourage was growing as we made our way across the platform.

The eleven stands had been created to host the six churches and the thousand factions, but modifications had been made to the platform itself to accommodate the more important visitors. Here, the true powerhouses would be allowed to view my Descent from up close. The cardinals of each church, the four immortal families, and the strongest of each continent would be seated here. There was a special section reserved for the empire, separate from the others, but no less small.

All the seats were lined up in a way that brought focus onto the middle of the platform.

Seven chairs stood there.

They were made of stone, equal in size and creation, and each one had a single rune on their back. Creation. Death. Life. Nature. Symbols. War. The runes radiated power, each one glowing gently as they waited for the arrival of those they had been created for. Between them was a stone table, with no adornments on it save for a single eye carved into the middle.

“So, that’s where I’ll be staying,” I said.

And six others, if all goes according to plan.

Placed directly in the front and center of everything was an altar. It looked vaguely familiar, and I realized I’d seen one during my First Night. It was an altar to the divines, rarely seen but always a part of important ceremonies. Usually, it would have a baby on it.

Today, it would be purely ceremonial.

“Normally, we’d place the baby Marked one there for all to see,” Wahyu confirmed. “Sometimes the Marked one has used their mark enough to become a toddler, but that’s rare.”

“Activating the mark isn’t really an instinctive process,” I replied. The pain alone would likely stop any child from wanting to use it in their first few years.

I was just a weirdo.

“Indeed,” Wahyu grunted. “Special additions have been made to make sure that use of the elements here belongs to the church, and only the church. It wouldn’t do to have a visitor try manipulating them while you’re standing on the platform.”

“And I can see you took other precautions as well.” I nodded toward the edges of the platform.

Eleven pillars of power waited up ahead, each similar to Wahyu yet unique in their own ways. I could tell from the positioning of their mana that the other cardinals all sat in meditation, each facing a different section of the sky in equidistant intervals.

Accompanying them were the twenty-five archbishops and fifty bishops of the church of the Crijik. Countless priests swarmed the skies nearby, most wearing ceremonial garbs, but others dressed as though they were preparing for war. Those would be the paladins. Interspersed among them in key areas were groups of guards, each belonging to the military sectors of the church. I knew that some were simply considered soldiers and not guards, though I couldn’t tell the difference at a glance. They were numerous, and powerful, though the strongest were the ones at my side.

Even with so many people here, there was still plenty of room around each of them to make it look like they were alone. That was the sheer scale of the area that had been designated for the event.

“Is it safe to have everyone here?” I asked.

“It would be dangerous not to. We are hosting a ceremony but preparing for war.” Wahyu didn’t mince his words. “Don’t worry, people have been assigned to guard the temples in each city.”

My parents stiffened at my sides, but I gave them a reassuring smile.

“I think there’s a spot for you guys over there.” I pointed at a row of pews. Several individual chairs had been placed among them in the front row, specifically catered for special guests.

There was a cheerful attitude in some sections of the platform that clashed with the tense atmosphere. Important guests would be arriving by the dozens, so the church had gone out of its way to provide entertainment of the magical kind and even food.

I could smell freshly baked chicken, but I wasn’t sure if that was part of the catering or if it was coming from the gate of fire.

“We’ll be right there if you need us,” my mother said. “Only a few feet away.”

“And probably eating, too,” Teral added. “I skipped breakfast so I could fit into this suit.”

“Thanks, both of you,” I said. “Well, Mum more than Dad.”

We all shared a joint smile as a pair of guards detached from the group and escorted them to their seats. There was a ripple of movement across the gathered as I stepped out of the metal forest and into their view. Eyes turned to look at me, each holding different emotions and hopes. Most didn’t dare look me in the eyes, but I could feel them activating their senses, trying to catch a closer glimpse of the boy they called divine.

When the gazes of all had turned toward me, they bowed as one.

“We greet Andross Silver, Marked of the Crijik. May the world know your name and rejoice.”


12 THE WORLD SHIFTS


Thousands of people bowing in unison was enough to make even a Marked one pause. Their voices crashed against me in unison, not trying to sway me, but each carrying their devotion into my ears and heart. There was no doubt in their minds as to my existence, nor were there any qualms. I simply existed, and for that fact they loved me and would devote their lives to me.

I raised my hand to acknowledge them, and a cheer went up. Then, with a swift retreat, each of them rose and went back to their duties as though the disruption had never happened. It was eerie.

Yeah.

This was going to take some getting used to.

“You should turn that frown upside down,” a calm voice jutted into my ear. “The first guests are arriving.”

I glanced to the side as a shimmer vanished from the air, revealing Gerial. To my amusement, I could see the confusion on the faces of the church acolytes as they wondered if they had to bow and greet him in the same manner since they’d already done the big chorus. Before they could make up their minds Gerial held up his hand and placated them.

Gold and Agni chirped a greeting to Gerial, who nodded at them both. My fellow Marked one was confident, his chest high and his posture straight. His robes matched my own, white and silver, fitted to show solidarity and solidify my position as his equal.

A portal opened up in the distance, small enough to fit a single person through it. More followed it, some small, others big enough to fit an army.

“Which guests?” I asked.

“The good ones,” Gerial replied.

I was about to ask him for more details when Amanda stepped through the first portal, waving happily at us. I waved back and Gold and Agni flapped their wings, both brushing their feathers against my cheeks. I brushed stray feather dust from my skin and when I looked back, I saw Gerial holding back a laugh.

Amanda sat down next to my parents, looking a little nervous as she chatted with both, but Agni stayed with me. Not only had she wanted to act as a nice conversation starter, but having a regal Phoenix on my shoulder made a good impression. And Gold, as ever, was a charming fellow that people couldn’t seem to resist liking.

Roxxy and William appeared next, and as more of my friends arrived, I realized that the church had gone out of their way to invite not only my close friends, but the people I genuinely liked.

“Is that who I think it is?” I asked.

“It is.” Gerial squinted as a new figure exited through the portal. “He’s quaking in his boots.”

Ouros, a student from Koshima Academy and one of my fellow metal magicians, walked out of the portal and jolted as he was immediately met with the stares of dozens of priests and guards. In his hands he clasped a small present, wrapped in green and brown packaging, which he was directed to give to a nearby deacon.

Am I just going to have a big mountain of presents once this is over? I could live with that.

Typically, the presents were just a courtesy. A way to placate and establish a relationship with the new Marked one from the moment they were born. Because I wasn’t the typical Marked one, I wasn’t sure if people would put even more thought into them, or even bring gifts at all.

Step by step, Ouros approached me, rather than the seats, and I could see him turning his head, expecting someone to stop him at any moment.

“You can come here!” I shouted, my voice booming out far louder than it should have.

I blinked in surprise. My voice resonated everywhere, from the edges of the platform to the tip of the sky. I forced back a blush as several people jolted in surprise. There was magic in place to make sure I could be heard by everyone.

Gerial just smiled.

“Holy Mehta, that scared me,” Ouros said as he stepped up to me. “So, that’s the Marked one of the Crijik. Okay. And you too? Okay. Hi, by the way, and you, too, Gold. Oh, and you, small fire bird.”

Gold and Agni chirped a welcome in reply.

Ouros sighed helplessly. “Help me wrap my head around this.”

He glanced at Gerial, then back at me. If he grew any paler then his skin would turn transparent.

“I think you’ve got the gist of it,” I said.

“We built houses together.” Ouros shook his head. “Why would you ever need to do that?”

I smiled at the fond memories. Ouros and I had been seeing each other every other day when we’d chosen to help the church fix houses and build accommodations for the less fortunate. Wahyu had been our teacher and overseer, the cardinal disguising himself as an ordinary person.

“The same reason you did,” I said. “The church does good work, and I wanted to help that a bit. I also wanted to see the type of work they did in person.”

“That’s pretty cool.” Ouros let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you were just messing with me. Some kind of big joke.”

“Why does everyone think that?” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Amanda was the same.”

“I thought I spotted her when I walked through the portal.” Ouros smiled. “And that’s her Phoenix on your shoulder. So, I guess you two are⁠—”

“Ouros!” Roxxy shouted from the side. “How’s Unice!”

“She’s good, thanks for asking.” Ouros waved at her. “She woke up about a month ago and she should be back next semester.”

“That’s great to hear,” I said.

Ouros and I chatted some more, and I could see his tension draining as he got used to the fact that his friend truly was his friend, and not a stranger just because of a new title. Every now and then I saw Gerial’s eyes flash with curiosity and envy, so I introduced him as well, and we all got to talking.

After my close friends and family, Ouros was probably the person I most got along with. Unlike me, Ouros hadn’t had a secondary motivation to help the church. They had aided him in recovering from an attack, but he had chosen to go out of his way to help their charities in return.

When he took a seat by the others, they greeted him warmly.

Other than the usual crew, he’s the only student from Koshima that I invited personally, I thought. But I’ll probably see a few with their families.

The influence of Koshima Academy wasn’t to be underestimated. They trained students from powerhouses that ruled the world. And Marked ones, too.

“I’m guessing not all the guests are coming one by one,” I said.

“Not exactly, just the first few. First come the companies and merchant households, then the noble households, and the empire is likely to be quiet about their arrival,” Gerial shook his head. “Honestly? You won’t notice the ordering since there’s so many of them that they’ll look like a giant mass of people. But the four immortal houses will be distinct. I guarantee that. After them are the six churches. You will notice them. Finally, of course, our peers will arrive,” Gerial pursed his lips as he gazed at the platform and eleven stands. I could tell he was wondering if they were enough to seat all the visitors.

I nodded. Wahyu had taught me some of this over the past two months. It would be the height of rudeness to invite any company first without inviting the others alongside them, and in turn it would be considered whatever is closest to secular blasphemy to invite the Empire after the companies and households, and immortal houses.

Each group had their place in the pecking order.

The exceptions were my friends…And my family.

“Andross!” A friendly girl waved at me as she exited a large portal.

“Berlia.” I smiled fondly.

My cousin, Berlia Jâl, had donned her signature battle dress, its radiant red fabric shimmering with runes that glowed in different sections alongside the swaying of her movements. To her left she held the hand of a medium-sized toddler who looked at the procession and platform with wide-eyed amazement. Every time there was a puff of fire or a spurt of water, she pulled herself out of Berlia’s grasp and clapped her hands together happily.

I walked up to them, keenly aware that others were exiting from the same portal.

“Hi,” the little girl looked up at me.

“Hi,” I said.

The girl stopped in front of me. “Mirabelle.”

“Hi Mirabelle, I’m Andross.” We’d met before, but I’d looked like a baby back then, and since she was so young, I wasn’t sure if she even remembered me.

The last time I met Mirabelle, I insulted her by shaking her hand instead of hugging her. This time I won’t make the same mistake.

I swept her up in a hug, and when I put her back down, Mirabelle beamed at me.

Berlia swept me up in a hug next, her arms almost squeezing the life out of me. When she pulled back, there was a twinkle in her eyes.

“And I’m Berlia,” Berlia said, puffing her chest out proudly.

“We’ve met before,” I said dryly. “Several times, in fact. You do know I’m your cousin, right?”

“Shh, don’t embarrass me in front of the Marked one,” she hissed.

I glanced at Gerial who was doing his best impression of an innocent bystander.

“I’m a Marked one, too,” I said.

“Yeah, but I’ve beaten you in a fight, so it doesn’t count,” Berlia countered.

My reply was swept out of my mouth as the portal behind Berlia closed, the last of the family arriving.

The Jâl Household was standing in a neat crowd behind Berlia, looking around in awe. For a moment I was confused. These were the people responsible for creating regents that amazed the world and this platform and the floating stands, while unique, weren’t something worthy of surprise.

Then I realized that they were looking at the Eye itself. The megastructure itself was the backdrop to the platform, each mighty section spanning across the heavens and weaving symbology and magic together in a mass of reality twisting power.

It was the ultimate framework for displaying the power of the church, and the Marked one that led it.

At the head of the Jâl clan was my grandmother, Gloria Jâl, accompanied by her butler, Leo. My uncle, Fermez Jâl, and Berlia’s mother, Tiela Jâl, flanked her sides. My uncle nodded at me, and I nodded back. We had a complicated history, but ultimately, he was a man caught between a rock and a hard place, and for all the hardship he had caused, he had also tried to protect me in his own way. I wouldn’t cause trouble for him.

Tiela was different. Once, my father had requested her aid in making my mask. She had refused.

There were others with them. Uncles and aunties from branch families that I’d never seen before, and who had never wanted to see me before. Several waved at me happily as though we were long lost friends, and I felt Gerial pinch my side to preemptively stop me from frowning. People I assumed were my distant cousins dotted around them, some far older than me and already adults, and others still new to walking.

I counted at least a hundred direct family members, with several spouses and other extra members with them. To my concern, some spouses had decided that they could invite their families as well. For some reason, those were the people who immediately tried to claim the best chairs.

I could already see several guards dropping down next to them with stern expressions.

The church will deal with the party crashers.

“Grandson, hello, hello, hello! Is that two birds?” My grandmother tilted her head curiously, and Agni and Gold did the same. I had to hold back a laugh at the sight of all three of them tilting their heads in unison.

“Grandma.” I hugged her tightly. “Yes, do you remember Agni? She’s the same Phoenix Amanda brought to the hotel.”

My grandmother looked to the side and beamed at Amanda, who smiled back at her.

“I see, I see, I see. Except I don’t. One is made of fire. How does that work?” My grandmother glanced conspiratorially between Agni and Gold. “I suppose I’m not one to judge couples.”

Both the birds chirped their objections immediately at her implications and I laughed, a genuine sound of joy that ran across the platform and sky.

“They are exactly like that, and don’t let them tell you otherwise,” I said, ignoring Gold’s indignant talons jabbing into my shoulder.

“Mother,” Teral’s voice called out, interrupting my mirth.

“Son,” my grandmother strode over to him, sweeping him up in a hug. “Teral, you rascal! I wanted you to visit me more, and now I have to portal a continent away to see you,”

My father had left his seat to walk up to us. I could see my mother still seated, a faint smile on her face as she saw the Jâl family members trying their hardest not to catch her gaze. There was a predatory look in her eyes as she stared at them. They had spent years isolating her and more, and this was her small jab of revenge against them.

While my grandmother and father talked, Fermez approached me.

“Grandnephew,” Fermez walked up to me, bowing low when he stopped.

“Uncle.” I nodded.

At my response, Fermez’s tension drained away. In this world, it was customary to greet close family with their relation to you. If I had called him by his name, Fermez, then he would know that I was angry at him. More importantly, a Marked one would be angry at him.

Having a Marked one holding a grudge against you was a guaranteed bad time.

“Do you still have the gift?” Fermez asked, genuine curiosity in his eyes.

“I do.” I smiled.

Sitting in my inventory was a small metallic ball. An invitation, of sorts, to join the Gesti household as an employee. It was meant to be a trap that would enslave me to the Gesti’s whims. After all, the immortal household was impossible to deny. If I accepted their invitation, they would have control over my actions. If I denied it, I would be insulting one of the most powerful households in the world and nobody would dare hire me for fear of their retribution.

Now, it wasn’t just an object sent to enslave a person. It was a gift meant to enslave a Marked one.

One that could start a war, if I wanted it to.

“Curious,” Fermez’s eyes glittered. “I can’t imagine how that will play out, but I hope you don’t involve the family in it. Before, I was afraid we couldn’t survive the Gesti. Now, I’m afraid we cannot survive you.”

“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt my family.” I glanced at my father and grandmother. “The ones that matter to me.”

Fermez nodded, and motioned Tiela to join us. Unlike the others in the family, she was my direct aunt. My father’s sister.

“Tiela. Thank you for coming,” I said.

I gave her a neutral smile and shook her hand, then let her join the rest of the family.

The rest of the family strained as they resisted the temptation to come up and greet me. I suspected that Fermez had given them a stern warning not to swarm me and try to gain my favor. He knew what I was like, and how resolute I was despite my age.

If they had come up to try and curry favor from a Marked one, then it wouldn’t end well. None of them had ever tried to contact me before. Or help my family when they were down.

“Quite the gathering,” Gerial said. “I’ve always liked your grandma. Does she know I’m the same person that she met in the Gesti sky hotel?”

“She knows, but I think she doesn’t care,” I said. “She’s too excited to see my dad again.”

By the time my family had settled down several more portals had opened. I hadn’t made many friends in my short time in the academy, but as each portal closed, I saw familiar faces. Roxxy’s father and brother had come through first, each a bundle of nerves.

Cresp Shermaine, Roxxy’s brother, looked like he’d recovered from the monster’s attack on the Academy and his bloodline. Several friends had tagged along, and I vaguely recalled their names as Edmund, Patricia, and Jemal. Unice, Ouros’ cousin, and one-time member of their group was nowhere to be seen. Technically I hadn’t invited them, they were here as part of Roxxy’s invitees.

Unlike the others, they went straight to the stands, but I quickly found my attention turning away from them as four new figures arrived. The air flashed with magic as each figure exited their respective portals. The church members in charge of security tensed as the newcomers approached me. Each one was more than a match for the strongest of the people currently present, with—maybe—the exception of the cardinals.

Mr. Black was the first to arrive, his eyes crackling with purple-pink energy. Beside him an elderly man stepped forward, a walking cane tapping against the floor. He was Professor Pernacles, master symbologist and my teacher of symbology. Two gigantic golems crafted from stone and metal, Tago of the Earth, and Tago of Metal towered behind them, each radiating comfort as their elements instinctively called out to my attunements.

They were the teachers of Koshima Academy.

The last time I’d seen them was when they were facing off against dozens of members of the church of Artus to buy me time to escape. My professors had exited the Burning Lake alive. The same couldn’t be said for their opponents.

“Professors,” I said. “I’m glad you made it.”

“Andross,” Tago of the Earth said. “You have come far. I can sense your strengthened connection to the earth. Your status is quite a surprise, though I have had time to ruminate on it since the incident at the Burning Lake.”

“I only wish I could have been there to help,” Tago of Metal’s low voice echoed out his anger despite his lack of mouth. “I hope you’ve been keeping up with your metal studies. I see you’ve collected more elements since then, but never forget your first allies.”

These two are golems made by the same person, but they seem so distinct, I thought.

The two seemed like complete individuals, and I suspected that they were in more ways than one. I had seen a Gesti golem that was its own person. I suspected that their creator, the true Tago, had copied part of his being and memories to give his golems individuality.

“Thank you, I’ll make sure to treat all magic equally,” I said. “I’m glad you all survived.”

“Quite so, I’m grateful for that as well,” Professor Pernacles replied. “Say, is that Gloria I spy among the stands?”

“It…is?” I said, wondering why he was asking about my grandmother.

“Wonderful,” the professor grinned. “And wonderful to see you continuing your studies. Be careful, I’d wager not even a Marked one could spot it.”

He nodded toward the metal spear by my side, the weapon hovering next to me so that I could free up my hands. Nobody had mentioned it yet, which wasn’t a surprise since Oubliez’s symbol was strong enough to hide objects and people from even gold masked magicians.

My spear should have been invisible to even the keenest of eyes, but the professor had worked on Oubliez’s symbol with me and had grown to recognize its presence.

I wonder if he’s right. Could this hide from a Marked one?

If I was using it to attack, then the answer was no. A Marked one wasn’t so easily assassinated. Any offensive magic would be spotted from its intent and the intent of the mana around it. However, that didn’t mean they could spot my spear while it was floating around harmlessly.

After all, it is part of my being. It doesn’t need mana to work. Or even move. I just move it with my mind or let it wander on its own.

Pernacles walked to a seat near my family, and I saw him and my grandmother exchange glances. They almost bordered on flirtatiousness. Any curiosity about my spear was lost and I went pale, blanching at the new thoughts intruding in my head.

I might become the first Marked one to vomit during his Descent ceremony.

“Celebrations are in order,” Mr. Black said. “You are a Marked one. Which came as quite a surprise. Mostly to other people.”

I shook his hand and smiled. Mr. Black had known about my mark before the church’s declaration. He was one of the first people to know, in fact. And thus, one of the most trustworthy.

“This is my gift,” Mr. Black said. “For your eyes only.”

Mr. Black pulled out a stack of papers, letting his magic float the pages into my hands. He hadn’t allowed the deacons or priests to take it from him, and as I glanced at the subject matter I saw why.

A Study on Spirits by ----- Black.

“Knowledge is power, and I did not like my lack of it when it came to your companion,” Mr. Black said. “This is a dissertation I have been working on using my contacts to find out what little knowledge I could. I hope it can help you.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Gold chirped his thanks as he glanced at the pages in my hand. When I had gained my class, I hadn’t known what spirits were, and I still didn’t really know. These papers were invaluable, and exactly what I needed right now.

The memory of a massive Phoenix crossed my mind, and I thanked the professor again.

“A grand gift,” an aged voice spoke to me. “One I personally contributed to.”

I looked up and blinked in surprise as I saw that I’d missed a person. Alongside the teachers of Koshima Academy stood an elderly man, his hair white and his features calm. A silent power radiated forth from him, sending a chill through my body.

“Principal.” I gave him a firm handshake. “Thank you for joining us today.”

Gold and Agni both gave the principal bows of respect.

“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” the principal of Koshima Academy chuckled. “Good luck. We shall be here if you need us. Now then, Gerial, it has been too long since you’ve come to visit. I have half a mind to plant myself in the room next to yours when the school term is over.”

“Sorry, Dad.” Gerial flushed, lowering his head in shame. “It’s been a busy month.”

“Apologies aren’t necessary between family,” the principal’s face softened.

I distanced myself from the conversation, letting Gerial and his father talk. I’d heard that the principal had come by every day when Gerial was in his coma, and it was only his piling duties and the oncoming Descent preparations that had stopped them from meeting up the last few weeks.

When Gerial stepped back to my side he had a smile on his face.

“There’s one more person you’ll want to greet,” Gerial commented, his gaze piercing through the crowds to spot the final portal.

Unlike the others, this portal was unreasonably large, and a door carved from gold and studded with gemstones stood at its center, blazing radiantly with wealth and power. When it swung open it sent a clang across the air, drowning out the chime of the portal. A canter filled the surroundings and people stopped and stared as a massive cry resounded from within the portal. Moments later, several majestic animals burst forth.

They were horses.

William didn’t…

I looked at my friend and saw William grinning back at me.

He did.

The six massive horses dragged a wheeled palanquin carved from the finest of ivory and darkest obsidian, bejeweled with opal lining and ruby trimming. Sapphire flowers attached to diamond stems slithered like vines across the poles, and I could see several animals within the decorations. Fox-like creations of jade chased rabbits that were carved from multi-colored crystals, each material animated and moving like golems, but with a faint aura of magic.

With each pass of their chase, silver coins rained down from their bodies whenever they touched, materializing from thin air and creating a road of money across the platform as they approached me. On both sides of the palanquin were golems shaped like humans, equipped with fine suits of silver and emerald, and ornate hats made from marble. Each article of clothing was completely unnecessary, and I could tell they weren’t part of the golems. They had been created solely to dress them.

The golems were also made of solid gold.

“Did you see them arriving?” Gerial asked, his voice mirthful.

“I have a feeling that everybody saw them.”

So, these are horses.

My attention was drawn to the horses as they approached me. I’d heard so much about them, but as they approached, I realized why the others had laughed when I’d argued that unicorns were magical.

Each of the majestic creatures had manes of pure mana flowing across their necks, each one radiating a different element. Fire, water, ice, earth, nature, and life. The horses illuminated the area with their might, elemental energy steaming out of their nostrils as they came to a halt in front of me.

When the palanquin halted, dozens of gold coins spilled out from underneath an army of silken cushions. They littered the floor, stopping once they reached my feet, and I could see my features had been carved into every single one of them.

The man sitting in the palanquin waved at me enthusiastically.

“Ho! Hello there, Young Master Silver!”

“Master Wilhelm,” I replied, biting back a grin at the ostentatious display.

William’s father stepped off the palanquin, a mass of muscle and strength. He was wearing a set of battle armor that drew the eyes with its silver and gold outline. Two massive gauntlets graced his hands, and his boots clanged as their precious metal materials hit stone.

I looked to the side and saw William walking toward us. My friend was grinning from ear to ear, fueling his father’s antics and probably thinking of how he could outdo them.

A woman followed closely behind him, having exited the portal alongside the palanquin. From the embarrassed expression on her face, I suspected that she’d been offered to join in the festivities and had profoundly refused.

She was Letitia, William’s childhood nanny and close confidante.

“Dad.” William hugged his father. “You held back, just like I asked.”

“Anything for my dear boy.” Master Wilhelm chuckled.

This is holding back? I gazed at the nearest horse, who had begun to munch on the flames that the platform was emitting. They snorted at a nervous priest who had been sent to collect the gold coins. I don’t want to see them when they go all out. I might go blind from the glare of all the money.

“Andross, dear boy, you’ve turned out to be far more important than I ever could be, and now I feel that my offers have not only been lacking, but far too insulting!” Master Wilhelm swept his arm grandly, and a horse dodged his stray gauntlet as it passed by. “I’ll give you silver hills. No! Silver mountains. Yes! Say the name of the mountain you want, and I will buy it for you.”

“You’ve already given me plenty,” I said.

My spear vibrated by my side. The [Heart-Silver] it was composed of had been gifted to me by William’s father, as had almost all of the silver in my inventory. The man had single-handedly paid for my metal manipulation studies.

“Nonsense, nonsense.” Master Wilhelm smiled. “You saved William, and now you continue to do so. I’ve not heard a single pester from the other households or laid eyes on any marriage proposals since it was announced that he was your friend. And all the assassination attempts against me have also halted, much to my chagrin.”

The man cracked his knuckles, and I was reminded of how much of a battle maniac the man was. Beneath the veneer and glamor of his wealth lay the power of a gold mask that could create copies of himself, and he often used those same copies to battle his friends as a hobby.

“Truly, you’ve done more than enough,” I replied. “I couldn’t ask for more from a friend.”

“Very well, but please feel free to call upon me should the need arise,” Master Wilhelm said.

With a flick of his hand his palanquin disappeared, and he made his way toward a distant row of pews, passing by the section set out for my friends and waving cheerfully to my dad. As one of the heads of the Zodiac company, he would be seated with them when they arrived.

A couple of nervous priests guided the horses out of the way.

“That’s the last of them,” I said.

My allies had gathered. And the final one was now seated. Gerial shot me a questioning glance, and I nodded.

Everyone I knew had been allowed in early. But there were others present, and they wouldn’t be kept waiting any longer.

“All factions will now be allowed to request entrance,” I said, my words booming into the ears of everyone around me.

The moment the words left my mouth, more portals appeared. One by one they filled the sky, gargantuan swirls of mana and magic. One. One hundred. One thousand. There were more portals than I had seen across my entire lifetime, all in one area. These ones didn’t announce their presence loudly, nor did they vie for my attention, and yet all who laid eyes on them couldn’t tear their attention away.

Power.

The single concept radiated from each one, warping the world around them as oceans of purple mana pooled in the sky. As tall as the tallest skyscrapers, and as wide as the grandest of cities, they couldn’t be denied. Each portal announced their coming as though heralding the beginning of the end, and within their depths, I could see figures waiting to march through. Ancient and dignified, factions that had ruled over humanity for hundreds of years gathered from all five continents. Their numbers were incalculable, and their power immeasurable.

All they needed was to step forward, and reality would collapse in their wake.

“Let them through.”


13 A MARKED ONE DESCENDS


Itook a single step into the air as the portals transformed the world before my eyes.

On my next step I found myself surrounded by foreign mana.

With each successive step the portals grew closer.

But soon, I walked above them.

One thousand portals sent through mana that sang to me in a call of greeting and warning as it swarmed through the sky. When I gave the order to allow the visitors through, their magicians cast powerful magics from behind the portals, weaving passageways through the air for their members to use. Most took the form of bridges, though I saw a couple of exceptions.

No words escaped my lips. Nor did I offer more greetings. Instead, I surveyed those who had arrived. Humanity was represented in a mix of companies, merchant houses, and households. Each one had its own place in the hierarchy.

Those portals that were closest to me, cresting highest in the sky, wanted me to see them. And it was impossible for me not to when they displayed their might and intentions so forcefully.

Four glimmering runes stoic and resolute in their existence were carved into the portals.

Four factions. Four symbols.

I know you.

“So, you came,” I murmured.

My words weren’t directed at the four symbols, but at the households they represented. Before my eyes the symbols unveiled their magic, connecting with those behind the portals and becoming something more than they had been.

One symbol formed a wondrous bridge composed of seven different luminescent lights given physical form. Each tile was a world of perfection, unblemished and untainted, and its presence radiated calm authority, as though reality itself was dirty before its existence. Atop its walls were smaller versions of the same rune that had created them, each radiating power and authority.

The symbols upon the bridge of lights belonged to the Vera, the first of the immortal families.

Manifesting from the second rune was a passage reminiscent of a lake, churning in a torrent of water. It swept across the air like a serpent seeking to coil around the Eye itself. Within it swam dozens of symbols, each flickering and twisting as though alive. Their nature couldn’t be denied. Nor could they be rejected. Eventually, they would overcome all that stood in its path.

The symbols swimming within the floods belonged to the Halcyon, the second of the immortal families.

A third symbol shattered, materials cascading from within like dominoes. Each material had dozens of runes etched along their surface, each glowing bright among the cacophony of falling stone, metal, and unknown materials. I could feel a regent activating, far more powerful than any other I’d encountered, and the wayward materials came together to form a bridge that blotted out the stars. Each section shimmered with intricate runes, and they all radiated a sensation of danger.

The creators of the regent bridge were the Unmari, the third of the immortal families.

Finally, a fourth passageway caught my attention. Unlike the others, it was not physical, nor did it enter the world in a mighty splash, but it still formed a connection as strong as the others. That bond tugged at my heart, and grasped at my mind, intangible and ineffable. Its bricks were emotions, and its tiles were composed of thoughts. I knew instantly that the bridge crawled across more than just space and time, for it was a bridge between souls, capable of connecting with that which humanity held most dear; itself.

The ethereal bond was established by the Gesti, the fourth of the immortal families.

Respect. Inspiration. Power. Authority.

Those were the qualities I felt from the runes I witnessed. These were the four immortal households, each one a faction that had changed existence and forced it to incorporate them into its folds eternally.

These were the four that defied the heavens, and desired to consume them.

Among the thousand factions, they were the strongest.

More followed. Much more. All were below the four immortal households, but with each new arrival I could feel the tension in the air growing. One thousand passageways, bridges, and constructs had formed, each mighty in their own right.

And yet, despite the display, not a single soul stepped through the portals and onto the constructs.

It’s a demonstration of power. When humanity rose from the ashes of the monster’s attacks on Ioa, they didn’t stay still. They grew until they could fight back, I thought. Now they’re gathering to show that they could survive whatever calamitous events my existence will bring.

“They’re showing off,” Gerial said. “Trying to gauge your response.”

“I know,” I said, my voice oddly calm.

My fellow Marked glanced at me, curiosity in his eyes. He was wondering if I truly was as calm as I sounded, or if it was an act.

The truth is…I don’t know how I feel.

Rather than fear, or awe, what wriggled within my heart was a finality upon seeing the portals open up. For so long I had hidden my identity, panicking while thinking about how the world would react to my existence. I had gathered allies and trained beyond what any person should. Monsters and churches had fallen by my hand, and I had confronted those feared by the world as immortals.

After going through all that, when fate broke through those portals and came for me, would I walk toward it, or would I let it come to me?

No.

The air rippled as I pressed my foot against it, stone emerging from nothing and covering my shoes.

Using Earth Manipulation I kept myself steady, and with each step the mass grew until I was five meters off the ground and completely stable. The priests and my guards moved into formation to support me. Every avenue of attack was covered. Every section was defended. Gerial was by my side every step of the way, his for my flank and his purple eyes crackling with golden light.

If they wish to show off. Then I will greet them in kind.

I stepped higher, rising slowly and steadily. Soon, the platform was far below me, with nothing around me to hold onto. The stars were my road, and empty space surrounded me from all sides. I strode across the inky darkness of infinity and as I gazed into its depths, I felt a primal reflex rise within me. An urge to unleash that which I had kept hidden for too long.

When I stepped upon the highest point, where no portal had dared to manifest, I gazed down upon those who had entered my domain, the entire world of Ioa a mere backdrop in my eyes.

My mark could sense the threat to its authority, and it wanted me to respond. This time, I didn’t fight it. For today, Andross Silver was no child, or man. I wasn’t their toy. Nor was I theirs to command.

I was divine. I was the Marked of the Crijik.

No.

Today, I was the Crijik.

“[Mana Sanctuary].”

Golden light spilled out from within me, an ocean of mana both gentle and superior. Divinity waved through the air, singing a tale of longing and absolution. Their will was undeniable, and their existence greater than all around them. Each mote was miniscule in comparison to the portals, but as they moved the world bowed in their wake.

Go now and show them who they have come to greet.

The mana diffused in response, scattering with purpose across the heavenly expanse.

A single mote landed on the bridge of light, the construct flickering with awe as it realized its beauty was a mere shadow of the golden lights it tried to emulate.

A particle of mana entered the torrent of water, the gushing tide settling as it discovered that the golden mana would not bow or be broken, for time and creation were their playthings.

A speck of divine will grazed the regent bridge. That which replicated itself infinitely halted as it felt the touch of something above it. Below it. Within it. Symbols had come from the divines, and they would submit to their whims. There was no denying that which had given it existence.

Before the divine mana could touch the fourth bridge that connected to my soul, the passageway submitted on its own, a gesture of subservience and apology that touched upon my very being. Emotions flickered through it, gentle and supplicant, offering its very existence to me should I wish to claim it. The bridge could connect and tie the souls of humanity, but it could not contain the existence of a divine.

One by one, a thousand passageways trembled under my might, each faltering under my authority, and submitting to it.

[Mana: 37,748/38,748]

One thousand mana. That was all it took to quell those who would dare show off in my presence.

I took a deep breath. This was the first time I had used my mana in the open and against those who weren’t my friends. I didn’t hold back. Nor did I allow myself to pity them. They were here to judge me, and so I would show them everything I had.

“[Mana Communication].”

As my skill activated a single word rippled out across the cosmos, touching all who would dare step upon my domain.

Welcome.

It was a greeting. It was an order.

Heeding my word, my visitors stepped through the portal and onto the trembling bridges of their creation. They came as one. They walked as many. A thousand souls times a thousand emerged from the thousand portals. They treaded the skies, clothed in fabrics that represented all five continents, and veiled in powers both unique and terrifying. Silver masks. Gold masks. Those who had no rank, and those who traveled alternate paths of power.

With a steady stride I stepped forward to meet them, seeing all their eyes rising to the figure above them. Only when I stopped, did they halt.

And as one, they bowed.

“We greet Andross Silver, Marked of the Crijik. Living divine. Leader of the church of the Crijik. Its guide, and scripture.”

Their voices struck like lightning, each one crackling with power. They didn’t seek to overpower me or hurt me. It was a consequence of who they were and the fragile reality they inhabited.

My mana swirled around me, shielding me from the effects with ease.

I raised my hand, and the crowds fell silent.

My silence weighed down upon them as I examined those who had arrived. Gold shifted on my shoulder, peering down at the factions with curiosity, but only those with symbols on them. Agni flapped her wings, golden flames streaming through her wings and atop her head, a display that caused their eyes to widen. But not everyone was shocked, nor were they surprised.

As always, it’s the strongest that stand out the most.

Standing upon the bridge of lights were the Vera.

Bowing atop a flood of water were the Halcyon.

Covering the symbols of the regent bridge were the Unmari.

Kneeling upon their passageway between souls were the Gesti.

“Come. Sit.”

My order was absolute, and each of the four immortal households followed it to the letter. As I stepped down from the skies a thousand powers fell with me, and no faction dared to falter for fear of accidentally rising above me. Gerial stepped down alongside me, his eyes flickering over the gathered crowds without a shred of worry. Only the four immortal households gave him pause, but he didn’t acknowledge them, or speak to them.

It was only when the first of the factions took their place among the floating stands that I realized how many had arrived. Entire households had brought their families and relatives, along with retainers, vassals, and guards. The stands could loom over a city, but beneath the bustling feet of the world they were miniscule.

I’m not sure we have enough chairs.

Six stands were still empty, waiting for the church processions to arrive, but the remaining five were each a mix of different factions. They had been built with the five continents in mind, but the various factions simply seated themselves to the stand they were closest to.

Several factions refused to sit near each other at all, but eventually the priests managed to get them in order.

The tension was palpable, but that didn’t stop the visitors from talking to each other. Everyone knew that there were still higher powers yet to arrive, but the six churches would take their time, each having a grander stake in my existence. They were the ones who would decide if I was a calamity to be struck down, or a savior to be accepted. One way or another, the world would change.

For now, the thousand factions would watch, and wait. I would also go to talk to them, eventually.

Being able to chat eased everyone’s nerves.

As the factions took their seats upon the stands, I noted which ones had brought more guests than were allowed. The church had designated a set number of slots for each faction when organizing the Descent.

Those that violated those rules by bringing more people than they’d been told to were doing so as a means of rebellion, and a show of power. Whether their confidence was earned or not, they were all foolish.

I could see the priests watching them intently and memorizing their names.

“Your friend is here,” Gerial said. “And his kid self.”

“Friend?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

“Look toward the Gesti,” he replied.

All of our conversation was blocked, even our lips were unable to be read. The church guaranteed it. The magic that sent my voice to all in the area was easy to manipulate once I knew it was there, and I could turn it off instinctively to talk.

It made the wait much easier.

“Oh, you’re right.” I finally spotted what Gerial was trying to show me.

Sitting in the front ranks of the Gesti was a smiling figure with a brilliant mane of silver hair and startlingly crisp silver eyes. He wore robes embroidered with patterns of snow-white birds, each swirling around him like they were flying, and though his body was better suited to the regality of a king, he lay back in relaxed contentment, the worries of life and death not seeming to bother him. On his lap was a little boy, shy and quiet, with features so similar to the older man that they might have been twins. In some ways, they were.

The older man was Gesti Bob, or at least that was the name he had given me. The younger one was Little Bob. Both were the same person, or rather, golems that were created using the memories of the same person.

And that person was the man my mother had killed.

Where’s Mother— Oh.

Lidia was staring at the Bobs, spotting both before I had. I could see confusion in her eyes, and a little fear. She knew about their existence because I had told her, but seeing the golems in person sent a myriad of emotions spiking through her. She didn’t know how he would react to her being there, and I could see her scrutinizing his gaze and trying to read it. Anger was expected. Maybe even fury. Worst of all might be disappointment.

What she didn’t expect was for Bob to raise his hand and wave at her, a calm smile on his features. Little Bob ignored the display, keeping his head down as he drew a picture with crayons on a stray piece of parchment he had brought.

Right. Little Bob was only given memories up until childhood. He wouldn’t even know who my mum is, I thought.

“Want me to get them out?” Gerial asked.

I shook my head as subtly as I could. “Gesti Bob was always kind to me. As for the others…as long as they’re not attacking anyone or trying to enslave me, then I don’t care.”

The moment I made the comment my eyes drifted toward another figure, clearly related to the Bobs. Gesti Bob’s brother, Gesti Ignatius, was sitting behind him, a neutral expression on his features. This was the man that had commanded my family to ignore me, and decreed sanctions against my mother and father that forced them into a life of poverty. On top of that, he was also the person that had personally gifted me a place in Gesti employment, a political tactic that would have enslaved me for the rest of my life.

Ignatius’ figure burned with the power of a blazing sun, his mere presence heating up the surroundings. Now that I had attuned to the element of fire, I could see how powerful he was. Even without his bloodline he would be a threat to any person in Ioa.

Despite our history, he was not the most important Gesti present. One person sat in a pew alone, his hair ebony black with three streaks of silver, and his eyes pale blue.

Unlike the others in the Gesti household, he didn’t have the tell-tale silver hair and eyes that denoted an unlocked immortal bloodline. And yet he sat tall as the head of the Gesti household.

Gesti Lien.

As though sensing my gaze, Gesti Lien turned to look at me, a subtle smile on his lips. With a small tip of his waist, he bowed low, and I nodded in return. The Gesti had shown the most respect so far, an action I suspected was due to their member’s prior actions against me. Ignatius’ position behind his brother’s golems supported that theory.

An issue to be addressed when I have the time, I thought. But Bob’s presence here is a good one. At least it means they’ve let him out of his cage in Gesti Sky.

It hadn’t sat right with me that the golems had been trapped, effectively without rights, by their creators and family. Though neither seemed to mind too much, it was a problem that neither could fight against.

Turning toward the other houses, I could feel a variety of emotions rising within me. Most were strangers. Almost all, in fact.

I expected them to be gazing at me, and studying me, but instead they were chatting among each other and with the members of the church that gathered around them to organize them into different pews. They weren’t ignoring me, it was simply that they didn’t want to offend me.

The odd glance of intense curiosity and panic showed me that they were very aware of my presence.

All of them were wondering what my first move would be.

As the top authority and man of the hour, I have to be the one to approach them, I thought.

Technically, since a Marked one would normally only be a baby for the Descent, the main presence would be their church, who would receive gifts on the Marked one’s behalf. Gifts of land and resources were the most common, and most factions used the Descent as an excuse to mingle with people they normally wouldn’t have the chance to. It was a festival of sorts, celebrating life, and even down in Death and the other cities of the world there would be celebrations and salutations.

Now that I’ve appeared, there are still celebrations, but there’s one more person they want to mingle with today. To examine, and to establish relations with. Me. I peered at the masses and tried to spot anyone I was interested in meeting. This is a political thing, and I’m not good with those.

As though reading my mind, Gerial tapped my side and said, “The immortal households are the obvious ones to approach first. Any one of them would love to associate with you, and they can be powerful allies. Showing them favor will be rewarded in return.”

“Right.” I nodded.

The Gesti were out of the question. They had treated me too badly in the past, and though I liked Gesti Bob and Little Bob, neither were officially part of the Gesti household itself.

That left the Vera, the Halcyon, and the Unmari.

“The Vera…are strange,” I said, examining their household casually.

Unlike the Gesti, the Vera didn’t share similar bloodline features with one another, but surrounding them was a wave of authority and power that blended with the area around them, transforming it to their will. There was a lady among them, confident and glowing, her every step causing plants and other life to spring forth from the lifeless ground. Next to her was a strapping man with a dark purple sword clasped tight at his side, his eyes roaming from side to side. He was cautious, but none dared bother him, and within his domain all mana was consumed, though only when he wanted it to be. None dared approach the Vera except the most powerful of households and nobles.

This wasn’t an effect caused by magic. In fact, none of the Vera wielded any magic of any kind.

From their group I could feel divinity.

“They have divine mana.” I held back a gasp.

How is that possible?

“It is so.” Gerial nodded. “Less than a single mote and so miniscule that it can barely be seen. But it exists within them. That single point of divine mana has allowed them to rise to the ranks of immortals.”

“Interesting,” I said.

The Halcyon were impossible to approach, even if I wanted to. The group was surrounded by thousands of people trying to talk to them, and their family was hastily trying to accommodate each person. From within their members, I could sense nature and majesty, each expressing themselves wildly through their magic. They also wielded smiles and open arms, each one chatting amicably with a dozen people at a time.

All Halcyon members wore shimmering blue suits, but they had also added brown and green to the ensemble, the colors of Mehta. They were also all barefoot, a tradition of Mehta’s followers. They were the only immortal household to openly worship a divine and follow its teachings.

They seem like a nice bunch. I smiled. Glad to see one of the immortal houses isn’t unapproachable.

Finally, I heard the call of runes emanating from the Unmari, familiar and welcome. Each of them had metallic tattoos running across their dark skin, each radiating power, and I saw a couple of them glancing at Wahyu as they approached.

The resemblance between him and his brethren was clear. Though their relationship wasn’t. I couldn’t remember him mentioning them before now, and Wahyu didn’t look like he wanted to go and talk to them, even if he didn’t have to stick to his duties as a cardinal.

An immortal household dedicated to symbols and the birth family of one of my teachers. They would be nice to talk to when I get the chance, but I’d like to ask Wahyu if that’s okay first.

Looking around revealed that there were many groups I wanted to approach, each with their own unique connections to me.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Gerial asked.

“Not this time,” I said. “If you start walking around with me, I have the feeling people will focus on you more than they will me. Normally, that’d be great, but right now, we can’t afford that.”

My brother in Marks nodded, and I shot him a smile. I’d already decided which of the guests I would talk to, at least eventually.

Two factions were obvious.

Amanda’s family, the Mitra clan, had arrived. They had been seated nearby, on the fire section of the main platform, and I could see her talking to them eagerly, her hair shifting fully into flames as her excitement overwhelmed her. Her mother was there, and her brother, though he held his head down. I could see a few of the Koshima students glaring at him, including Roxxy’s brother. Somewhere within the Mitra crowd would also be her father, as well as the grandfather I had yet to meet.

And the Empire’s delegation had also slipped in.

I didn’t notice them. Gerial said that would happen, but it still unnerves me.

I saw Roxxy glancing at the Empire’s representatives, a subtle frown on her face as uncertainty lingered in her eyes. I hadn’t noticed their arrival, which seemed all the more curious since they consisted of powerful people that overwhelmed the presence of anyone nearby. It was a sign of sincerity that they hadn’t announced their arrival grandly as the other factions had, and I suspected that the emperor had something to do with it.

As emperor Bataille promised, he hadn’t come in person. If he had, then even the immortal households wouldn’t have dared to appear above him no matter how quiet his approach was.

These factions were not the first people I approached.

“Oh hey, there’s our company.” I nudged Gold’s feathers with my finger.

The puffer chirped and turned his head to follow my gaze, spotting a group of familiar figures. Zodiac was led by William’s father, and they had brought at least two hundred to the Descent, one of the largest for an individual company. Marv, my father’s old friend, was chatting to Jackson, the leader of my father’s branch of Zodiac. My father was there, too, though he was split between chatting with his mother and chatting with Master Wilhelm. William’s father was protecting Teral from the people who would have tried to take advantage of him, and I noted that fondly.

There were also two people besides my father, Cassandra and Femew. They were the two scribers from my father’s division who had worked alongside me when I was a baby, teaching me how to inscribe runes and create regents. Both were small parts of my time there, but I remembered them fondly.

Standing a few meters to their side was a more important figure. Not in terms of status, but in terms of how they’d vastly changed the trajectory of my entire life.

It was Indra, my first teacher, and the man who had helped me truly communicate with mana.

Finally, someone I actually want to talk to.

Indra wore a black robe and had a silver mask clasped to his side, an upgrade from the bronze he’d once worn. I could sense his earth attunement, powerful and honed. It rippled with echoes of mastery, and his mana communicated with me, projecting thoughts of years of unbreakable consistency and training.

The promotion had been inevitable. The mana around Indra loved him. It treated him as one of their own, clinging to him despite the factions around him that vied for control of it.

He was, in my opinion, one of the weakest here, but with one of the strongest connections to magic on a personal level.

If he hadn’t been there for me, I’d still be trying to control mana like a chump, never getting anywhere because I’d be veiled to the truth that the magic around me is alive.

I took a single step forward and felt hundreds of thousands of eyes turn to me, watching closely to see who I would approach first. I ignored them, pacing onward until I reached the members of Zodiac.

My first teacher turned toward me, the people around him freezing in place. Indra looked down at me, his dark brown eyes lacking the awe that others felt.

“Indra.”

“Toddler.”

A gasp went up around the crowd, and I could hear a few in the distant stands. Several priests bristled with anger, and I could see others shaking their heads with pursed lips. The gathered crowds looked at Indra like he was a madman, but he ignored their reactions.

I leaned toward him.

“I learned water and fire manipulation. I’m going for wind next.”

His eyebrow rose, and then he lowered it.

“I hate you.”

My pure laugh hit the air, causing the anger within my surroundings to dissipate.

Yes.

This Descent was going to be wonderful.
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Time passed, and the Zodiac members slowly grew used to having me around. Officially, I was no longer an employee of their company. That was impossible, since a Marked one couldn’t be subservient to others. Master Wilhelm and I agreed that I would be a liaison between the church and Zodiac, though I would assign others to do the hard work. I felt like I owed them more, but he assured me that my presence there was already giving them a huge bolster in reputation, especially Indra.

I could see people crowding around my teacher, and he placed his mask on as he was surrounded by enthusiastic brown nosers.

He looked distinctly uncomfortable with the attention.

It’s my fault that he’s being ganged up on. I should help him out, I thought.

But my thoughts clashed with a hint of wickedness wriggling its way into my heart.

“Yep, that’s my first teacher, the man who I owe the most to in this place,” I said, my words echoing throughout the platform.

Heh. Take that, Indra.

He shot me a thunderous look and I could feel him cursing me in his heart as even more eyes turned toward him. Gold chirped with amusement from my shoulder, but I was distracted from my smile by the peck of a beak on my other cheek. Agni chirped at me, and I saw her glancing toward the Mitra household.

Amanda family. Phoenixes. You visit?

“I’ll head right there.” I scratched Agni’s neck. “Sorry for the delay.”

Agni shook her head, dismissing my apology. There was no need for it since I’d clearly had someone else to talk to first, and she could see from Indra’s reactions to me that he was a close friend, even if she’d never met him before.

Gold chirped happily as I walked toward the Mitras.

Family of Amanda. Greet. Treats?

Amanda was part of the main Mitra family but, much like my own household, there were half a dozen branch families that had arrived to take part in the Descent.

They were a curious bunch, to say the least.

The Mitra were a sea of red hair and flames interspersed with brown and green robes. Most of Amanda’s family were followers of Mehta, striding across the flames of the platform, but not all of them were the same. Some had black or brown hair, and others wore robes of neutral colors, or even the colors of other divines. I even spotted one wearing priest robes from the church of the Crijik.

“I didn’t realize her family was so huge,” I said. “How many Mitra are there?”

Five hundred. Blood relation, Agni chirped. Many spouses, too. Birth many children. Hope for many bloodline awakenings. Children important to Mitra. Many expected. Help keep superiority.

“That’s something Amanda never mentioned.” I blinked in surprise as I spotted a stray Mitra male. “Am I imagining things, or does that guy have no hands?”

Hands of flames, she chirped in reply. Bloodline ability.

A moment later the man scratched his face, fingers of solid fire emerging from empty space.

“Fascinating.”

Only a couple of dozen Mitra had unlocked their bloodlines, and among them only two had awakened their bloodlines fully.

Amanda and her grandfather.

“What’s the qualifier for awakening the Mitra bloodline fully?” I asked. “Clearly people here still have the abilities it gives.”

Bonding with their Phoenix. None have done. Amanda and Agni. Peas in pod, Agni replied. When use skill. Golden wings. You’ve seen. Many times.

“Oh, right, that skill when you merge into one body, and the golden flames appear.” I hummed softly. “Only Amanda and her grandfather can do that, then. Interesting.”

I examined the awakened members carefully. Every one of them had their own unique manifestations of their bloodline. Some had legs of fire, others had eyes that glowed bright, and when I looked closer, I saw their pupils had completely transformed into flame. Most of them noticed my presence instantly, and I saw their eyes moving toward Agni and widening.

Puzzled features shifted into bewilderment as they examined her and confirmed that she really was a Phoenix.

Why don’t they recognize her? I wondered.

Then it hit me. Most of the branch families were spread throughout the five continents and had never met Amanda. They talked to her courteously, not sharing the enthusiasm she clearly felt at meeting fellow family, and most only gave her a few passing words. Many more focused their attention on her brother and greeted him fondly.

“Do they know about our friendship?” I whispered the question to Agni.

No. The Phoenix chirped in reply. Know Alexis. Think he is important. They think Alexis future patriarch. Pay attention to him. Pay no attention to Amanda.

“I see.” I kept my emotions to myself.

Right. Alexis was raised to be the household heir, with Amanda neglected. He was paraded before them all when he was a child, but it was only when Amanda unlocked her bloodline that she became a candidate for head of the household, and by then she was already distant from them.

Amanda told me once that Alexis was the sociable one. When he’d ‘unlocked’ his bloodline the first time, she’d been contacted by several cousins for the first time in years, all of them wanting to talk to him but not her.

There was a strong chance that none of Amanda’s family had even bothered to get to know her before today. Which meant they hadn’t met Agni.

“Let’s change that, shall we?” I said.

Please, Agni chirped in agreement.

Then she let out a loud series of squawks, each somehow elegant despite blaring into my ears.

Silly. Pit donkeys. Agni is here. Come. Greet.

Agni’s words struck the Mitra family quickly and sharply. A few of them reacted with angry expressions, but it was the sound of an old man’s chuckles that drew my attention.

Several Mitra members stepped aside to allow an elderly man through, his radiant red hair had been dulled by time, but his eyes shone bright with youthful vigor.

“You’ve grown up to become quite the wonder, Agni,” the elderly man said, his gaze mirthful and his dimples filled with wrinkles from years of smiling. “I’ve never heard of a Phoenix donning a Marked one’s shoulder before. It’s a grand look.”

“Thank you, that’s what I was hoping for,” I replied.

The elderly man seemed ordinary at first glance, without a single flame to his name, but when I examined him further, I saw what I had missed.

He had wings on his back.

They were composed completely of blue flames, from their bones to their feathers, and I could see the resemblance within them to Amanda’s golden wings. Unlike her, he hadn’t merged with his Phoenix to create these wings, I knew because I could see it behind him.

‘One of my grandparents even has fire wings.’

Amanda’s words, spoken to me when we’d only known each other a few days, echoed through my mind.

“I greet the head of the Mitra household,” I said, giving him a nod.

It would have been nicer to bow, but Gerial had warned me beforehand that I shouldn’t do it. Not today, at least. Even if that person was family to a close friend.

“I, Brulante Mitra, greet the Crijik.” Amanda’s grandfather bowed low to me.

Ah, he’s one of the ones who believes that the Marked ones are the divines themselves. Interesting, since he worships Mehta above all others.

“There’s no need for that.” I gestured for him to rise, and he did. “Amanda is an amazing friend, and as her family I consider you to be my friend. Please, call me Andross.”

“Oho, is that so?” Amanda’s grandfather gazed at me, his expression filled with delight.

To the side I heard Amanda exclaim, but she hadn’t quite reached us yet, having been further back in the crowd. While she rushed toward us, I scanned Amanda’s grandfather closely, and his wings. As I examined him, I heard a soft coo.

Perched on one of his wings was another Phoenix.

The Phoenix also gave a low chirp, lowering its head in my presence.

Greetings, Marked one. My name is Matarisvan. Agni has spoken of you, and I look forward to knowing you further.

Matarisvan’s chirps were low and sonorous, and easy to understand. It was clear that the older Phoenix had a lot of experience talking to people that weren’t birds.

“Hello to you, too, Matarisvan,” I replied. “It’s a pleasure to meet another Phoenix. Agni has made a stunningly good first impression, and I look forward to meeting her family.”

Brulante Mitra stiffened, and Matarisvan looked at me with an expression I’d come to associate with surprise. Sort of. It was hard to read the faces of birds sometimes.

You can understand me? Matarisvan chirped his query.

Agni rained down a series of sharp tweets from my right shoulder in response.

I told you. Understands most. Gives treats. Is good person.

Agni had chosen to converse with her fellow Phoenix in my stead, and I smiled and let her take over. The two birds quickly evolved into a melody of bird conversation that soon wove into a symphony as Gold joined in, surprising the Mitra family even further. I saw quite a few people watching us react in surprise as well.

Until now, most people had likely assumed that Gold was an ordinary puffer that I kept around for fun.

A Marked one?

He listens. He hears.

Understanding us. And brings treats?

Yes, I heard treats. Many treats. I hope Agni does not lie.

As though bolstered by the conversation, several Phoenixes rose from the crowd of Mitra household members, all much smaller than Matarisvan, and smaller than Agni herself. They gathered in the sky above us and Gold and Agni flew off my shoulder and into the air to join them, giving me space to talk to the other humans while they conversed with their fellow birds.

Thankfully, where two companions left me, I gained one more.

Amanda stepped up beside me, her eyes lingering on the flock of Phoenixes that flew above us.

“Oh Fue, they’ll be talking for hours if we let them,” she groaned.

I looked at her, then at the rest of the Mitra. Quite a few were surprised by her cavalier attitude. A few narrowed their eyes and pursed their lips, clearly thinking that Amanda wasn’t qualified to be the first to approach me.

Her standing in her family is way too low for someone of her skill and power.

“Hey, are you there?” Amanda said. “You’re not trying to interpret all of their chirps, are you? I can’t even do that.”

“I didn’t realize there would be so many.” I gazed at the Phoenixes with wonder. “I know you said that every person who unlocks your bloodline has a Phoenix but seeing it in person is a wonder.”

There were a few differences between Agni and the other Phoenixes. For one, she was clearly more playful, and far more comfortable in the skies. Also, Agni’s flames had hints of gold, and the others didn’t.

Even among the Phoenixes, she was unique.

The Mitra family had grown silent, contemplating our idle talk as though it were a mystery to be solved. Brulante Mitra didn’t look as surprised as the others at my casual chatter with Amanda, but his blue wings had grown slightly paler. He glanced at Amanda, and then at me, and he coughed.

“There is much I want to ask,” Amanda’s grandfather said, his voice drawing my attention away from the flock. “You are fire-touched, and you understand the Phoenixes. Truly, I should have expected no less from a Marked one, but I did not hear about it.”

“My fire attunement is a recent achievement.” I turned back to Brulante with a smile. “Amanda helped me with that personally.”

“Did she? She hadn’t mentioned that.” Brulante smiled. “Tell me, Andross, is she happy here? She says she is, but I know she also doesn’t want me to worry.”

Amanda rolled her eyes at his words, but I just laughed softly and nodded.

“I’m pretty sure she’s happy wherever her library is,” I said. “Not to mention the Eye has its own area filled with books she’d never even heard of before arriving.”

“It’s where I spend most of my time.” Amanda nodded.

“Then I suppose I’ll have to settle for my granddaughter visiting the main household from now on, instead of living in it,” Brulante sighed. “And I thought you were starting to fall in love with it.”

Brulante’s smile told me that he was just teasing Amanda. Amanda had stayed with him after her brother’s fiasco when most of the noble households of Koshima had turned against the Mitra family. In fact, even the people within the Mitra family had turned against him, or else they would have offered their own houses to Amanda.

And yet here she was, smiling and waving excitedly.

She’s better than me at this. I’d have just ignored them entirely like I did with Dad’s side of the family.

I examined Brulante Mitra carefully. He’d kept Amanda safe, though it was clear that he was also grooming her to be the head of the household. That was a path Brulante had opened up after taking the decision away from her father who had preferred Alexis.

“Maybe one day I’ll go live there,” Amanda said. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“There’s no rush.” Brulante tapped his palm against his chest. “This old man still has a few years left in him.”

His words reverberated with laughter, and I saw a couple of the older Mitra family members looking at him in surprise. Above all else the Mitra clan was a war clan that sold fire mana to the battlefront of the wild unclaimed lands beyond humanity’s border. Despite his jovial appearance, Brulante Mitra had a brutal reputation. He was a merchant of war, his abilities unparalleled.

It was hard to tell if he was a doting grandfather, or a skilled manipulator who wanted to make a good impression on the newest Marked one.

I think he’s both, I thought. Amanda’s stories have always painted him in a good light. And those were from before he knew of my existence. Which means he loves her, but also knows when to take advantage of it. This is exactly why I hate politics.

A few minutes passed, and soon Agni and Gold returned to me, gliding onto my shoulders and chirping happily. I looked up at the Phoenixes one last time, their presence confusing me.

Knowing what I know, are they all individuals, or are they one bird, separated into many pieces. The emperor said the Phoenix wasn’t alive or dead, but if the Mitra Phoenixes are slivers of the guardian Phoenix, then does the Mitra bloodline give them life? Or does their bloodline just summon completely unrelated Phoenixes from somewhere else?

I had a lot of questions, but even the Mitra family didn’t have the answers. The curiosity was starting to gnaw at my mind. Even if Fue hadn’t been sending me dreams, I was already interested enough to start a quest to find the Phoenix on my own.

At least I might be able to find some answers after the Descent. Agni was right to ask the Phoenixes to wait until they talked to me. There are more people watching me here than I could have imagined.

A few minutes later, I stepped back from an overly enthusiastic freckled girl. A third cousin of Amanda’s.

“It was lovely to meet you.”

She replied, but I didn’t hear it. My head was swimming with the names of people I’d never see again. Cousins. Nephews. Aunts. Uncles. Amanda’s family was gigantic, and far more powerful than I’d realized.

Amand had hinted about it, but the Mitra family truly was a worldwide noble household. And she would lead it one day if she wanted to.

“I’ll be heading out now,” I said, much to the disappointment of the Mitra family members that had yet to introduce themselves.

“Of course,” Brulante said. “Thank you for blessing us with your presence. I look forward to one day hosting you in our household.”

“I might take you up on that offer sooner than you think,” I said, glancing at the gathered Phoenixes.

Strangely, the Mitra family all turned to look at Amanda when they heard my words.

“Let’s go.” Amanda tugged at my side, eager to get away from the hungry eyes of her family.

They were looking at her in a very different light now that they had confirmed she really was my friend. Ignoring them, Amanda wove her arm around mine, as she had dozens of times before in our lives, dragging me forward and not noticing the sharp glances sent her way by several people, all of whom looked at her and noted my lack of resistance to her closeness.

Matarisvan locked eyes with me as I left, a knowing look on his features. We would talk. Soon.

“Oh, thank Fue, I escaped. My family was smothering me. Who’s next?” Amanda asked.

“The empire,” I replied immediately.

She paused, a slight stutter in her step, and I raised an eyebrow at her. Even as the potential heir of a world-spanning organization, she was frightened by the name of the empire. It wasn’t just her. Nobody had approached the empire’s representatives. Not even the members of the church that looked over the event.

Everyone around me was part of a faction that garnered respect wherever they were. They were the cream of the crop, the most powerful talents, and the deciders of the future of the world.

The empire ruled them with an iron fist.

Above them all was their leader, The Timeless Emperor. The man that had unified the five continents and held magics and knowledge long lost to even the most ancient of households.

“Are you sure about that?” Amanda asked, her eyes lingering on the Empire’s group.

“I owe them,” I said.

She frowned. “Do you still have the beads I gave you?”

I sent my senses into my inventory on reflex when she spoke. During the month of the Descent she had given me two dozen fire beads, crafted personally by her, for practicing my fire magic. They contained far more fire mana than I could use in a single go, and each was the equivalent of a large bomb.

In other words, there was enough fire in my inventory to wage war on a large forest.

I do appreciate that these ones are generic, I thought. I wouldn’t want to waste the ones she gave me for my water attunement ceremony. Especially since I propped them in my room.

“I’m definitely not going to use these here,” I said. “But yes, I do have them.”

“Good.” Amanda smiled.

A thousand eyes accompanied my every step, but not all were friendly. Quick glances snuck between discussions revealed their emotions to me.

There was doubt in the hearts of the guests.

My actions had made a strong impact, that much was clear. Divine mana couldn’t be faked, nor could it be denied. However, I didn’t have the purple eyes that my predecessors had, and I was supposed to be four years old going on five, but my actions and attitude hinted that I held the experience of someone older. I didn’t quieten among the crowds, and I kept my head up high when approaching powerful factions.

Gerial is right. I do act strange, even for a chosen of the divine.

Divines were worshipped throughout the world, but that didn’t mean everyone took their church’s words at face value. They expected each church to be plotting and planning for ways to increase their influence, and more than a few suspected I was just another ploy. I had no doubt that some people were already weaving conspiracies in their mind that Gerial was the origin of the divine mana they’d seen, and that I was just a patsy without divinity.

That was the exact reason why I’d left Gerial behind when I went to mingle, and it was why I was approaching the empire now. They were the strongest neutral faction, a bastion of power separate from the divines.

Their acknowledgement of my status would cement to the others that I was who I said I was.

Who said I couldn’t do politics?

“Is that William?” Amanda asked.

I turned my head, the shuffling of my robes telling me that Agni and Gold were doing the same, and I spotted our friend standing tall and chatting with the empire. He had a large smile on his face, and seemed undisturbed by the fact that he was talking to a group that had been trying very hard to recruit him since he’d been born. So hard in fact that he had been constantly accompanied by his father to avoid being kidnapped by them in his youth.

William waved at us as we approached, and I shot him a glance, but he bounced it back with a dismissive gesture.

I guess this is the wisest course of action. Though I couldn’t guess how.

The empire’s representatives were few, but each radiated authority. Their pews had been set aside in isolation, and they had set up a regal tent in the area, allowing themselves to find comfort in the platform. The tent was also big enough to cut off several routes of entry toward the group, meaning that all who wanted to speak to them had to come through the front.

A lone individual broke off from the delegation, power fluctuating around her as she moved. The first thing I spotted was her gold mask, placed directly on her face and covering her features. Silver mana danced around her, singing of connection, and wavy platinum blonde hair curled around her waist.

Behind the mask was a pair of silver-green eyes, cold and emotionless.

The emperor sent Roxxy’s mum. The realization struck me instantly.

“Crijik, it is an honor to meet you,” Roxxy’s mother said. “I am the leader of the delegation⁠—”

“Sylvie Shermaine,” I replied, interrupting her. “Yes, I know who you are. Welcome, I’m glad the emperor sent you.”

Sylvie’s head tilted, a gesture of curiosity I’d often seen in Roxxy, and beside me I felt Amanda’s interest blossom.

“You’re Roxxy’s mum?” Amanda asked. Then she tapped her cheeks with her hand and straightened her back. “I’m Roxxy’s friend, Amanda. It’s lovely to meet you.”

Oh, right. She’s never seen Roxxy’s mother before.

Gold chirped in greeting, and Agni joined him. Sylvie smiled at both of them, and though I could tell she couldn’t understand either of them, their intentions were clear when viewed through the lens of connection mana.

“Your greetings do me honor,” Sylvie said. “Roxxy has spoken much about you all in her letters. And I can see you share a strong bond. Far stronger than most people your age.”

The people around us had started to listen now, each drawn to the conversation between powerhouses. It was unnerving to notice how the slightest of my movements and words could have such a large impact, even among the factions that lorded over Ioa.

This is a permanent part of my life now. I reminded myself. And it’s time to show them that you’re up to the task of being judged.

“I was just introducing myself as well.” William joined us. “It’s not often that I have time to chat with a prospective employer.”

“And we have enjoyed your company,” Sylvie replied.

Every word rang hollow.

Agni shifted on my shoulder, and Amanda glanced at the Phoenix. Both were unnerved, expecting something different from the mother of their friend. I couldn’t blame them. Sylvie looked exactly like Roxxy would in the future, but aside from the physical similarities they couldn’t be more different.

Roxxy was filled with life, and laughter. Sylvie was cold, and distant. It showed in their postures, and their actions. When faced with one after getting to know the other for so long, it felt like I was staring into an uncanny valley.

I could see Roxxy from where I was standing, and when she spotted my glance, she waved, skipping over to us.

“Andross, hey!” Roxxy hopped onto my left, tickling Gold’s neck in greeting. “And hi, Mum.”

“Roxxy,” Sylvie greeted her daughter.

“You might not know this, but Roxxy is one of my closest friends,” I offered. “I often go to her for consultations when I’m troubled.”

Roxxy blinked in surprise at my words and then smiled. “It’s true.”

“Is that so? Then I am glad,” Sylvie replied.

A faint smile touched Sylvie’s lips, and I saw a little of where Roxxy got hers.

These two look so similar. Though I can’t really see the emperor’s features on them.

“Crijik, the Timeless Emperor sends his regards,” Sylvie said, her sudden interruption jarring my train of thought. “Which is strange, as I have never known him to send a personal message. Have the two of you met?”

“Not in person,” I replied, carefully measuring my response. “But we’ve had some correspondence.”

“Fascinating.” The slightest flicker of emotion entered Sylvie’s eyes, only to disappear again a moment later. “Allow me to introduce you to the rest of the delegation. You will find each to be an expert in their field, from warriors to scholars. There are none that will not interest you.”

“Of course, I’d love to,” I said, not quite believing my own words.

My reservations quickly faded as I found myself having a delightful time with the empire’s delegation. Sylvie hadn’t been lying when she said they were experts. The empire had sent a group of individuals as diverse as they were strong. Ancient ruins, monstrous creatures, valuable treasures, divines, magic, runes, politics, and even the lives of my predecessors were all hot topics in a conversation that flowed like wine.

Amanda, William, and even Gold and Agni all had a wonderful time. Each had split up, with Amanda translating for Gold and Agni, and William exploring new depths of information that would normally be unavailable to him.

Part of me knew that this had been done on purpose. Unlike the other factions, the empire hadn’t sent a physical gift since the emperor had already given his present. Instead, they had chosen to provide me with knowledge, and I noted that the experts never divulged more than I asked for, nor did they go out of their way to answer questions I hadn’t asked.

They’re giving me the gift of knowledge, but they’ve set it up so that I have to know what to ask in order to receive it. Quite similar to the emperor’s own gift, in a way.

The way it was structured made me feel like it was a deliberate test, or a prank. I suspected that the condition wasn’t the choice of the delegation itself, but a decree from the emperor. He’d seemed the kind of man to want knowledge to be earned, even if the process of earning it was simply asking the right questions.

When I had satisfied my curiosity, and received a hint from William that we should move on, I bid the delegation goodbye. Sylvie watched me as I left, but for a moment I saw her gaze shift elsewhere, toward Roxxy. Then, she returned her gaze to an incoming noble, and the moment was lost.

Gold and Agni glided onto my shoulders, both chirping excitedly. Without the weight of politics on their shoulders they were having the time of their lives. They’d even managed to convince several people in the empire’s delegation to feed them delicious morsels of food.

“Are you okay?” I asked Roxxy.

She glanced at me. “Of course I’m okay. Don’t get me wrong, it was a good hug. But I’ve been hugged before. I hope you weren’t expecting me to faint because that’s an impossible dream.”

I rolled my eyes and jabbed Roxxy in the shoulder. She smiled in response.

“Fine, yeah.” Roxxy giggled. “I’m good. My mum isn’t that bad. Just um, distant.”

Agni and Gold chirped, their words unheard by Roxxy but their disapproval clear in their tone.

“I can sense what you’re feeling,” Roxxy told them. “And really, I am fine.”

The two birds engaged in conversation with her, one closer to emotions than language.

On my side, William had arrived.

He dodged my hug attempt with a smooth pivot of his feet.

“I didn’t expect to see you there,” Amanda said to William.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Didn’t you hate the empire? Or at least want to avoid them at all costs.”

“I thought you could use some wisdom.” William winked at me. “Especially now that you’ve talked to the main parties you wanted to.”

“You intercepted us on purpose.” I nodded. “Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure, now then, let’s talk about who you should mingle with next.” William hemmed and hawed. “I think the southern continent should be your focus. Specifically, the most powerful people there. That way, they know you care about where you were born, but it also means the other continents can’t complain that you didn’t go to them first, since you share a connection with the south.”

“Right, that’s some wise thinking,” I said.

Gold and Agni chirped in amusement at my terrible pun, laughing more at me than the jest itself.

“Oh, Fue.”

“Please, no.”

Amanda and Roxxy spoke at the same time.

“Good one.” William kept a straight face. Unlike the others, I could see a twinkle in his eyes. He loved terrible wisdom puns, whether he was the one making them or the one hearing them.

“Thanks,” I replied. “Okay, it’s time I did some of what people are expecting of me.”

I took a deep breath and looked out toward the sea of visitors, a veritable library of knowledge and powers from all corners of the world.

It was time to officially greet my guests.


15 THOSE WHO HOLD THE WORLD IN THEIR HANDS


Even though the Descent was a ritual used to celebrate my existence, it was still political in a few ways. Personally, those politics flew right over my head, but I’d gotten drilled by Amanda and Roxxy in the manners and customs required to be polite, and William had taught me who was important.

Joie, the central continent, had the empire as its sole authority.

Cresta, the southern continent, had seven households that held power above all others.

Malos, the northern continent, had three major cities that secured dominance.

Valias, the western continent, was home to four mighty clans that ruled it.

Destra, the eastern continent, was composed of various deep-rooted tribes and a newfound pseudo empire, a delicate balance of power was constantly shifting between both, with neither gaining ground over the other, but thankfully, I wasn’t expected to navigate it.

Spread out amidst the five continents were the four immortal households, and five major guilds of the world.

Since I had already spoken to the empire, it was up to me to make the decision on which of the major households and powers to talk to first. Amanda was leaning toward the guilds in her advice, and William was fond of showing the immortal houses respect. I took in their advice but didn’t act immediately on it.

“This is tougher than I thought,” I said.

“Oh?” Amanda glanced at me. “Why?”

“You know why.” I fondled the mask clasped at my side, trying to avoid putting it on my face to veil my presence. “Everybody was watching my movements, and no matter who I visit first they’ll try to find hidden intentions behind the reason why. It’s absurd. And crazy.”

“Enjoy it. You might like the attention,” Roxxy said, ignoring my raised eyebrow.

“Welcome to politics,” William added.

Gold and Agni chirped with amusement, and I shot him a wry smile.

“The five guilds really are a good choice,” Amanda said. “They’re neutral. And that’s what matters most right now.”

I considered her words carefully. The five guilds were composed of the adventurers’ guild, the hunter’s guild, the magician’s guild, the fisherman’s guild, and finally, the inscriber guild, also known as the symbologist’s guild to some. Each one was unaffiliated with the churches, so none could be accused of anything if I went up to them. They were also powerful, which meant that nobody would attack them if I approached them first.

Technically, I am an inscriber, so approaching the inscriber guild would be a choice that doesn’t cause any issues. But I never went through them to get my inscriber pin.

I’d only learnt later on that most people went through the inscriber guild to become an official scriber. However, certain noble households, such as my father’s, were well known for their rune crafting and could give out pins when needed. Similarly, companies like Zodiac could do the same, though only for lower ranked pins.

In other words, the guilds were so neutral that I didn’t have any relation to them. There would only be small talk, which wasn’t really the kind of impression I wanted to start with.

The immortal houses, then.

“It’d be good to talk to the immortal houses before the churches arrive,” I said.

I did want to talk to the guilds like Amanda had suggested, but sometimes William’s ideas were the better ones to go with.

Amanda huffed and I shot her an apologetic glance.

“Wise choice,” William said. “Which one will you pick first?”

“I have no idea.”

“Maybe you’d have a better idea if you picked the guilds instead,” Amanda said. Her tone was warm, but it was the kind of warmth that a fire gave off before it scalded the skin off a person.

A faint tickle against my mind told me that someone was trying to use connection magic on me. Roxxy shot me a coy smile that I spotted from the corner of my eye.

A moment later, Roxxy’s voice echoed lightly in my mind, [Amanda isn’t really mad at you.]

[Is telepathy safe here?]

It felt weird sending a question through my mind.

[Safe as can be. We’re not really sending thoughts, we’re just reading each other’s, and nobody can use this connection but us. Quite a few people can sense its existence, but most won’t know where it’s coming from since there’s so many magicians here,] Roxxy confirmed. [I thought you might want to talk about your plans where nobody could hear you.]

The Gesti definitely knew we were talking. A fact that wasn’t lost on Roxxy either. But we continued walking, acting as though we were deep in thought.

I considered her words, then nodded faintly. [This is a great idea. Got any tips?]

[Yes. The representatives of that northern city are roasting something delicious over a pit. Please, get me some. Immediately.]

Roxxy paused.

[Also, thanks for helping me with my mum. I haven’t seen her that surprised since I was two and coughed up my first batch of connection mana.]

[No problem. But the delicious meat will have to come after.] I glanced at the four areas the immortal houses had settled into.

Roxxy sighed, surprising Amanda, who jolted and shot her friend a curious look.

[Okay, the four immortal families it is,] Roxxy’s voice turned brisk, her eyes sweeping over the households. [Listen carefully, the immortal houses are different from the major powers of the continents. They exist within all continents and spread their influence throughout them. Whichever you pick won’t matter. What’s important is the impression you make when you finally pick one.]

[Which means I should be thinking about what my first words should be, rather than who I should approach first.] I thought to Roxxy.

She nodded in response.

[And also, who is going to be the most insulted. Or the least insulted,] she added.

Once, Gerial had said that the churches could gather together and could wipe an immortal household off the map within weeks. Because one had the power to counteract a church on their own and all six churches would need to work together to ensure a safe victory. Or rather, to fight and return with minimal losses.

However, this was the Descent, a religious event of the highest significance.

Not a single immortal house would dare try to attack me here.

[The Vera are the most interesting.] I thought to Roxxy.

[Oh? Why?] she asked.

[I was curious about their divinity. I can feel it emanating from them in waves,] I replied.

[I think you should hold off on talking to them. See their gazes? They’re content to wait. That means you won’t insult them if you don’t pick them first, which is a card you should use wisely,] Roxxy sent her thoughts back quickly. [That also eliminates the Halcyon.]

Checking the Vera again, I saw that she was right. They didn’t look at me expectantly, nor did they seem to care that I wasn’t walking to them.

The other immortal household, the Halcyon, were too busy to realize I was examining them, their encampment was swamped with eager factions wanting to talk to the famous household. They were too kind to say no, much to their chagrin.

[Wait, does that mean I have to approach someone who would be insulted if I didn’t?] I asked Roxxy. [That seems counterintuitive.]

[It’s called strategy. You can lessen your enemies that way. The only exception is if you see a household you can use to make a strong first impression on everyone else. Like, oh, I don’t know, maybe a group that tried to enslave you who are quaking in their robes at the idea of your divine retribution.]

I took Roxxy’s advice to heart. The Unmari were silent and stoic, but I’d seen a couple throw curious glances toward the [Heart-Silver] spear stationed at my side, their gazes trying to find the weapon that was hiding from them. Unlike their counterparts, they seemed like they wanted to talk to me sooner rather than later.

As for the Gesti…

Well now. They know not to leave before I’m done with them. But why wait?

“Do you mind staying back for this one?” I asked.

William, Amanda, and Roxxy stopped without hesitation.

“Of course.”

“For sure.” [Good luck.]

I felt Roxxy’s mental connection break off, and I shot her a grateful smile. There were beads of sweat dripping down her forehead, but she tiredly waved away my concern.

With a confident stride and two birds on my shoulder I made my way toward the first of the immortal households. Nobody expressed surprise, or concern, at my choice. The four immortal households were the highest powers of the continent, so it was only natural that they would be the ones to be greeted first.

I took an item out of my inventory. One that I had been saving for this moment to display. It fit snugly in the palm of my hand, metallic and cool to the touch, and I wondered if the Gesti would recognize it.

In my hands was a small and featureless metal orb.

I juggled the Gesti’s employment invitation with my magic, each throw drawing the eyes of more members of the immortal household.

At first, the Gesti looked unconcerned by my arrival, save for one, but as I drew nearer their expressions shifted, some growing surprised, others shocked. More than a few were anxious as their unease turned into justified concern. All of them recognized it for what it was, but none of them knew why I had it. Some had already guessed, and their faces turned pale.

“Andross Silver, with yet more birds,” a voice called out in greeting. “My, it’s been a while. Though perhaps not that long, in the grand scheme of things. How have you been?”

“Bob, and little Bob,” I replied warmly. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here at all.”

The two golems, Gesti Bob and little Bob, both stepped forward to greet me. Gold and Agni chirped greetings as well, and little Bob looked up at the two birds with wide eyes and a smile. The immortal household had set up several large tents for their members to chat and greet other powerhouses, but the two knew I wouldn’t want to enter one of those. Not with the history I had with the Gesti.

“The Gesti patriarch chose me to be your greeter, so they let me out of my cage for this,” Bob’s eyes twinkled, and his words were filled with mirth. “To think I didn’t even know I was talking to a Marked one. Talk about blunders.”

That’s probably the best decision they’ve ever made. At least when it comes to the ones involving me, I thought.

“Well, I didn’t know I was talking to a Gesti the first time we met. I’d say that makes us even,” I replied. “And hello to you, too, little Bob.”

I looked down to where Gesti Bob held a tiny hand in his own. It belonged to Little Bob and the tiny golem child was trying to wriggle away and reach for the orb in my hands. I kept it out of his reach, a teasing smile crossing my features.

“He’s still trying to open things he’s not supposed to,” Gesti Bob sighed. “I remember being handsome and suave when I was young, but apparently I was really a little rascal.”

“I’m sure we all are, I know I was. Or am, I guess,” I said.

I gripped the orb with my left hand, passing it up to Agni to take a look. There was no need to rush with this chat, the small talk was a sign of peace to the frightened Gesti, and frankly, I liked talking to Bob more than I wanted to chat to the others.

“So,” I thought about the one question that had been bothering me for a while, “you never did tell me which church you told about the painting before your death.”

“Now there’s a strange turn of phrase.” Bob smiled. “Before my death indeed.”

“It is a funny sentence,” I agreed.

Two dead men talking among the living like it’s normal. What a weird situation. I mused. Just another day in the life of Andross Silver, the dead adult baby divine.

Bob glanced up at one of the floating stands, the one made from a large tree that was the size of a town and a half.

“The church of Vita,” he said. “They’re the ones I told about the painting.”

Neither of us mentioned which painting we were talking about. We didn’t need to.

It was dangerous to let others know about the First Night.

“Are you thinking that it was wrong of me to tell them?” Bob asked, genuinely curious.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Bob’s death was suspicious, having occurred the day after he told the church of Vita that he was trying to recreate the First Night, but that didn’t mean the church of Vita had killed him for it. He was still a scion of an immortal household, and acting against him was a huge risk when he could simply be spoken to. If he had survived and found them guilty, then the Gesti could have retaliated in ways that would have damaged the world.

As it was, Gesti Bob didn’t have any memories of his death. Which was likely a good thing for his sanity, but it also meant that the prime suspect was my mother.

In truth, an accident caused by their negligence was far more likely.

But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a motive for the church of Vita. Or for any church, really, I thought. The First Night. Now there’s a deadly secret if there ever was one.

The First Night killed children every year when it appeared. Those who survived were granted access to the System, but they were few and far between, making the event the biggest hurdle to humanity’s expansion. Using the repressed memories of humanity, Gesti Bob was painting the First Night so that children could see it on canvas and be prepared for the real thing. It was meant to be a method to ensure humanity would prosper and never lose their children again to the deadly phenomenon.

I knew differently. A painting might not be fatal, but remembering the First Night was. If the painting caused the memories to surface, the consequences could be disastrous.

Every person who remembered would see the Crijik.

Then, they would burn.

When fighting Yeux in the Burning Lake, I had drawn on my memories to give the monster a glimpse of the First Night. It had drawn over one hundred thousand human souls to protect itself, and all of them had been lost the moment they glimpsed the First Night.

Even the monster had eventually perished. I’d witnessed an existence on the verge of godhood snuffed out like a wilted candle.

If a painting of the First Night spread throughout the world, it might cause a similar catastrophe if it triggered people’s memories of the event. With the Gesti’s influence it could even reach a worldwide scale. So, yes. I could see a reason why a church would want to keep the details of the First Night a secret. Even to the point of potentially angering an immortal household.

The church of Vita. Life, I thought over Gesti Bob’s words. Would they be willing to kill if it meant preserving humanity? Almost definitely.

A shift of movement at the corner of my eye caught my attention, and I glanced over and spotted my mother. She was shuffling from foot to foot, uncharacteristically losing her cool as she watched Bob and I speak.

Bob followed my gaze, and I saw my mother suck in a breath.

“I still haven’t gotten the chance to say hi to Lindria.”

The words flowed out of his mouth in a whisper, my mother’s eyes widening as she heard them.

She took a step forward, but then hesitated and moved back.

“Could you guys go help her out?” I asked Agni and Gold. “She looks like she needs some support.”

They chirped in agreement and with a swoop they glided toward my mother, comforting her with their presence. Then I saw her slip a treat out from her side and I sighed.

“Have you told her about me?” Bob asked, not taking his eyes off her.

“Some of it. I knew you’d be here, so it seemed rude not to,” I said. “I hope you’ll forgive me, but if you have issues with me breaking my silence about your condition then I can play the ‘I’m a divine so I can do what I want’ card.”

Bob turned to face me, his grin widening. “You’re definitely her son. Um, can we?”

“Of course you can,” I said. “She won’t admit it, but she wants to talk to you, too.”

Whether or not Bob was a golem, I knew I saw genuine emotion cross his features at that moment. Little Bob paused as the older Bob squeezed his hand too tightly, and both of them turned to face my mother.

Theirs was a complicated relationship. Two coworkers. No, two friends. For years both had worked together on a project that they believed would change the world, and yet Bob had ended up dead, and my mother was laid with the responsibility of killing him.

I wonder how my father’s family feels about this. I wondered.

A quick glance showed me that the Jâl Household was conflicted. My grandmother was pushing my father to go support my mother, and Fermez was watching the Gesti with calculating gazes. My uncle knew that the balance of power between the two households was going to change from now on until I died, and he was already trying to figure out how to best take advantage of it.

Berlia didn’t care. She’d known me the longest, and she simply waved at me as my eyes passed by her. In her hand was the crystal that she’d gained from the Burning Lake, which she was using to brag to others as she weaved an epic tale.

Her mother, on the other hand, was pale.

My aunt had been one of the staunchest opponents to my mother’s continued marriage to my father. She’d also ignored me like I was an annoying tick or fly. It wasn’t a great start to our relationship.

As for the relatives I hardly knew, well, all of them were now trying to figure out ways to introduce themselves to my mother and let her know that they’d always secretly supported her. I could see the gears of their minds turning, and several brought out items and regents to be given as gifts. They were promptly swatted away by my grandmother as she finally gave up tact and pushed my father forward.

The moment my father came into view, Bob’s expression shifted.

“Teral? You old pit donkey,” Bob’s voice boomed out, far louder and more confident than it had before. “You finally married Lindria, just like you always said you would.”

“Cavanaugh you dog,” Teral shouted back. “You went and got blown up before I could make you my best man.”

Cavanaugh? Right. Bob isn’t his real name, that’s just what he introduced himself as. I know Dad and Bob were buddies, but I thought that was just from study groups between academies. They seem way closer than that. I resisted the urge to hide my head in my hands to cover my embarrassment. Oh Fue. Please don’t make this embarrassing for me, Dad.

The reactions around me were those of shock, but people quickly figured out the situation when they saw Teral and Bob hugging. I could see a slight strain on my father’s face, partly from the eyes of the Gesti on him, and partly because Bob’s hug had the strength of metal and not stone behind it.

I knew that my father wouldn’t have been so boisterous if he wasn’t trying to take attention away from my mother while she approached.

“I suppose it’s good to see old faces now and then,” Bob said. “Especially when the only one I usually get to see is my own.”

“You have no idea.” My father turned to his side.

My mother had finally taken a step forward.

Agni and Gold were nestled on her shoulders sportingly, both of them beacons of power and comfort as they gazed down at the Gesti before them.

“Lindria,” Bob greeted her, his tone shifting into a lighter one.

“Cavanaugh,” my mother greeted him. “It’s been a while.”

“Since you killed me, yes,” Bob’s eyes held a hint of mischief. “Come meet our son.”

My father spluttered as Bob pushed Little Bob ahead of him, and my mother sighed.

“That damned sense of humor of yours,” she shook her head. “I suppose they did make one or two late nights of overtime more enjoyable for the team.”

Then she slapped the older Bob over the head.

“You were alive?!” Lindria’s expression shifted into one of fury. Bob danced back, laughing as my mother cradled her hand. “Gah, that stings. You were always hard-headed but now you’re just getting ridiculous.”

“Actually, I’m a golem now, as the most esteemed Marked one must have told you,” Bob said.

“Golem or not, you’re still him.” Lindria waved her hand dismissively. “Working on that damned painting. I’ll have you know I could have used a job this entire time.”

“Ha, always trying to gain an advantage.” Bob shook his head. “You don’t need that anymore. You have your son.”

“My son can’t give me back those years of conversations we’ve missed out on because you hid yourself away,” Lindria countered.

Bob’s expression softened. “Well, maybe now’s the right time to make up for some of that.”

“I’d like that,” my mother replied.

The atmosphere settled as my parents and Bob began talking, and I saw that as my cue to leave and chat to the other members of the Gesti family. I left Agni and Gold with the group, since my mother needed them more than I did, and there were only two Gesti I wanted to talk to. Both were equally important in different ways.

The first was Gesti Lien, patriarch of the Gesti Household.

With flowing almond hair and dark green eyes, he was one of the only Gesti I saw who hadn’t awakened his bloodline and was in a position of authority. It spoke to his talent and character that he could lead an immortal household despite this disadvantage, and I was curious about what kind of man he was.

Before I even thought of turning toward him, Gesti Lien sent a string of connection mana to welcome me to his home.

Greetings, Andross Silver. His mana sang to me. I am Gesti Lien.

“Andross Silver,” I greeted the patriarch back.

He tilted his head, his lips curling into a smile, but I could see surprise in his eyes.

“I’m not a connection magician,” I confirmed. “But yes, I can see your mana. And yes, I can hear your intentions.”

“Truly, the wonders of the divine are endless and terrifying,” Gesti Lien said.

Even the head of an immortal household thinks that my ability to see all types of mana is strange. I narrowed my eyes. William never noticed since he’s not a magician, but Gerial has commented on it, and Amanda and her family, too. And my class gave me [Mana Communication], which pairs perfectly with it. The two abilities are like two peas in a pod.

What have you planned for me, Fue?

I took the time to admire the Gesti’s setup. Their main tent was composed of several rings, each inscribed but none of them regents. It wasn’t as extravagant as the Eye, but for a temporary event it was a wonder of magic and inspiration. Each ring held a river of vibrant connection mana, and on closer inspection simply gazing at them caused a connection to form.

[Would you like to view the memories of: Gesti, Haurn? Y/N]

The sudden system notification surprised me, and I quickly saw similar ones appear when I looked at all the other rings.

Each ring is a memory. A tale of the Gesti legacy.

“Our gift for the participants of the Descent.” Gesti Lien held pride in his gaze. “So that they may learn our ways and see that we have nothing to hide.”

“A fine gift, especially considering the positive impact it must have on your household’s influence. Just being confident enough to display your family’s memories must be intimidating to those that harbor ill intentions against you.” I kept my tone even. “No matter which ring they view, I imagine the world will gain a glimpse of how strong the Gesti are. Or, at least how strong you want them to think you are.”

Gesti Lien’s eyes sparkled. “Exactly. Quite an intelligent observation.”

“I have a friend that would say it’s average,” I replied, my humility not at all false as I imagined William chastising me for missing a dozen different angles that the Gesti were playing.

“You are four years old, and I am a connection magician,” Gesti Lien said. “So, I can tell you don’t feel scared. Or nervous. And yet, I don’t sense the childish superiority of adolescence that I would assume to be the cause.”

“No need to downplay your abilities. My words, my mannerisms, and my thoughts are all on display to you, one way or another.” I unveiled the implication behind his words. My tone was calm, and I was truly tranquil underneath the façade of cavalier chit chat. “Maybe that’s another mystery of the divine. Maybe I am simply a very arrogant four-year-old. Either way, I do not believe you wish to insult me, so there is no need to hide implications in deception.”

Gesti Lien blinked in surprise, and then let out a short bark of laughter, sending jolts through several of the nearby Gesti.

They’re scared of him. I noted.

The patriarch of the Gesti household hadn’t unlocked his bloodline, I could tell from his lack of silver hair and eyes. But that hadn’t made me any less wary of him. For all my jokes and jabs, both of us knew that we were gauging each other’s worth.

In his eyes, I was a new weapon the church could wield against his household.

In my eyes, Gesti Lien was a person that could become a powerful enemy if he ever chose to turn against me.

“If it’s not a bother, I’d like you to introduce me to Gesti Ignatius.”

My words caused Lien to pause, and he glanced to the side, irritation visible in his features for an instant. Then it disappeared, and his smile returned with full force. He gestured to the side and there was a burst of heat as Ignatius received the summons.

Bob’s brother. And the main perpetrator of my parent’s exile.

In my hand, I still held the metal orb that Ignatius had sent to me. An item meant to trap me in the Gesti household.

I’d met Ignatius once. The man considered the orb to be a kindness. He truly couldn’t see why someone wouldn’t want to work for Gesti for the rest of their lives. Now, I could see him walking toward us, a towering figure with bright silver eyes and cascading silver hair. He shared similar features to Bob, only older and more weathered by time. Unlike his brother, Ignatius’ lips didn’t hold a smile, nor did they look like they had in a long time.

“Crijik. Patriarch.”

Ignatius gave me a low bow and nodded at Gesti Lien.

“This is yours,” I said. “I’m officially rejecting your invitation.”

I lightly tossed the metal orb back to Ignatius, but as it touched the tip of his skin it crumpled under the force of my [Metal Manipulation], transforming into a compact and tiny cube. Then that cube split apart, shattering under my command. Ignatius pocketed the destroyed regent without pause, but his eyes lingered on me as he did so.

“Never again,” I said, my tone deadly serious.

Gesti Ignatius was quiet for a moment, and I wondered how he would react.

The people around me had broken their conversations, and even the Bobs and my parents fell silent. I had crushed an invitation from the Gesti household into pieces in front of the whole world.

My command was unmistakable, and the recipient couldn’t be hidden.

I, Andross Silver, was giving an order to the Gesti household. If they relented and accepted my command, it would deal a mighty blow to the household’s reputation. More importantly, it would look like they were bowing to the whims of a church.

So, I steeled myself as I prepared for confrontation. If there were any time that Ignatius were to use the Gesti name to fight back against me and challenge my influence, it would have to be now.

Instead, Ignatius bowed his head in acknowledgement.

“Good,” I said.

No whispers started up at my words. Nor did anyone speak. They were too focused on memorizing the events and figuring out the meaning behind them.

Everyone would now wonder why I had commanded the Gesti, and why they had accepted the command. If the factions participating in the Descent found out the cause, and I had no doubt that they would, then it would be another blow as the world figured out that they had tried to enslave a Marked one, an act that could have led to the obliterate of an immortal household, or a war that dragged the entire world through rivers of blood.

“Well, now.” Gesti Lien turned toward me. “With that unpleasantness out of the way, let’s enjoy the prepared festivities.”

“I’d love to,” I said.


16 THERE’S ALWAYS ONE PERSON WITH A DEATH WISH


“Ilike the thing you did with the orb,” William said. “Very wise.”

“And strong,” Roxxy said.

Amanda shuffled beside me. “I don’t know. It made you look a bit childish.”

“That’s the point,” William said. “They were catching on too quickly, and while people fear a child who is arrogant and wielding his power in terrible ways, they are terrified of a person who has power and knows when and where to use it. This will make people doubt their initial impressions of Andross’s intelligence.”

Roxxy stepped up to my free side, glancing over at the other factions in the stands. Some were stoic, but others had a mirthful cheer when they looked at me, as though they knew now that they could control me.

“See, they’re already lowering their guard.” Roxxy said. “It was a good call to make yourself look dumber.”

“Yeah, Amanda, duh,” I said, quite intelligently to Amanda.

She elbowed me in the arm. Hard. “You pit donkey.”

Then, much to my surprise, Roxxy joined her and elbowed me from my other side.

“Ow.” I glanced at her with a hurt gaze.

Roxxy shrugged. “I’m showing my friend support.”

Agni and Gold chirped with amusement, both having returned to shoulders once I left the Gesti tents. My parents had returned to their seats, but I knew both had more to say the Gesti Bob. It simply wasn’t the right time to catch up.

They wanted to wait until his entire family wasn’t watching over their shoulders and listening to their conversation.

Gesti Lien promised to free the Bob’s. They can come and go as they please. His gift to me, on top of the gift of acquiescence. It’s funny how quickly he and my parents got back into the groove of things, I thought it would be awkward, but they reverted back to their old days so quickly. All the small mannerisms and inside jokes of friendships really do last a lifetime. But it’s hard to appreciate them while you have them.

“I appreciate that, you know,” I said.

Amanda and Roxxy looked at me inquisitively. Then, Roxxy gestured at Amanda to ask.

“You appreciate that I call you a pit donkey? Or are you a masochist?” Amanda asked.

“Ha, no, I mean the fact that you don’t elbow me in the ribs anymore,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Of course, I don’t,” Amanda exhaled. “I figured out my mistake the first time I did that.”

She glanced at my side, and I just smiled. I still felt the occasional sting of phantom pain from the injuries leading to my death, but I’d stopped flinching anytime someone touched my ribs.

Still, I appreciated the effort.

The Vera were the next immortal household I spoke to, my friends once again stepping back to let me go alone. In front of the eyes of the world I needed to be seen as independent, not reliant on someone else. It was as much for my friend’s protection as it was for my own.

Each Vera was an oddity in themselves. True Vera all had domains around them that influenced the world, and with each step elements and concepts sprang forth from the ground. Water coalesced underneath a Vera member’s feet, real fish swimming underneath her as she strode across the platform. Another was guided by the wind in all their endeavors, and a gale conjured under his arms as he tried to hide the fact that he was staring at me.

Due to their divine nature, the Vera household had a different name among the local populace. Or perhaps it was a title.

In English it translated roughly to ‘god.’

Throughout the five continents each one of the Vera was called a god. There was a god of water. A god of life. A god of symbols. Some Vera shared the same domain, and so there were multiple gods. Others represented singular and unique concepts. They all loosely mimicked the concepts and specializations of the divines, and as I approached them, I could see several looking at me curiously.

They were the Vera that had powers associated with the Crijik. Some had purple mist floating around them. Others sprouted tentacles from their backs. They all bowed as I passed by, not approaching me or my friends for fear of seeming too presumptuous.

My thoughts raced as I waved at them.

I guess the Vera are closer in description to deities than gods since they’re not seen as omnipotent or at all close to Marked ones in terms of status. Still, that’s one heck of a reputation they’ve got.

Gold chirped in confusion, looking at each Vera as we passed.

Feels like. Andross. Familiar. Same?

“I sense it, too,” I replied.

It felt like they had a single speck of my mana within them, faint, but definitely present. I ran my gaze over one of the Vera and they stiffened. Within moments I confirmed what I’d suspected.

The power of the Vera came from a single mote of divine mana that they kept within their manapool.

Some of them don’t feel like they’re associated with any particular divine. I wonder if that means they get to choose at some point. I wondered.

I walked until I found a couple of people that looked interesting. One was distinctly Vera, and she had earth mana dancing around her happily. Her every footfall caused plants, grass, and dirt to spring forth from the lifeless ground. I could sense the call of nature within her divine mana, meaning that she was associated with Mehta, divine of nature, otherwise known as the Oracle of Nature.

Next to her was a man who tensed as I approached, a strange purple sword by his side. I could sense magic within his weapon. Or rather, a lack of magic. Like an abyss, the sword tried to swallow my senses.

I simply swirled a mote of mana within my manapool, and the feeling was cut off. The sword paused as I looked, and then it trembled, and a slight sensation of welcome hit me.

My [Mana Communication] told me that the sword was happy as long as I wasn’t threatening its wielder.

A living sword? Well, that’s surprising. Doesn’t feel like magic though, even if I hear the intentions of its mana. Weird.

“Hello there, I’m Andross Silver,” I said. “Lovely to meet you. That’s a fascinating sword you have.”

The man clutched the weapon, looking at it with curiosity.

Does he not know it’s alive? I wondered. I guess I shouldn’t spoil the surprise.

“I am Adam. I’ve heard a lot about you,” the man said. “As has my companion.”

“I have!” The woman said, her voice rising with excitement. “I’m Selena! Uh, Vera. Selena Vera.”

Then she blushed furiously as she realized how loud she’d spoken, and I could see people staring at her. The man’s hand rose and interlocked with hers, but that only deepened her blush.

I watched the two with amusement, then started putting together the pieces that had eluded me.

Void. True love. Hmm, that sounds like the thing the emperor was talking about in Roxxy’s memory. The Voidweaver. But that was years ago, and he still looks like he’s in his late teens or early twenties. Unless he was a sword swinging baby, he must age really well. Or just have access to magic that keeps him looking young.

“I’ve heard about you, too. The Voidweaver, right?” I asked. There was no harm in double checking.

Judging from the double take the man did, I’d guessed correctly.

“So, were you an intelligent baby or just really good at aging?”
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The rest of the immortal household visits passed by like a breeze. Each one was respectful, but had little to say, though I could tell that the Unmari were curious about me. It was rare for a Marked one to be a symbologist unless they were Marked by Ength because those same Marked had explored most of the symbol possibilities for surviving ascension.

It was the Halcyon household that was the politest.

They were followers of Mehta, and as such, they had a great respect for nature of all kinds.

For once, William wasn’t the person that people showed the most respect to after me. The Halcyon greeted Amanda and Agni fondly, and several had gasped when they spotted Gold. The Halcyon recognized him for what he was, and they bowed almost as low to him as they did to me.

He loved every second of it.

The conversations all fell into a singular template, which I found to be both funny and hard to escape from.

“Affinity for multiple elements? Which ones?”

“Mehta be praised, those four? Such affinity with nature is rarely seen, even among our household.”

“You’ve already unlocked three of them and metal at this age?”

“Andross, you should meet my daughter.”

Apparently, earth, wind, fire, and water affinities were common, but they were almost never seen together. Furthermore, my attunement of four elements made their kindness genuine despite being complete strangers. In fact, it bordered on the fanatical. Many, many, of their members had ‘joked’ about marrying me into the family.

That was my toughest discussion yet.

I’m so bad at pushing away people who aren’t trying to manipulate me. Why are they so genuine?

Thankfully, Amanda saw my unease and cut in, making sure that the immortal family knew that a Marked one couldn’t be approached for marriage so casually and that I wouldn’t be accepting any offers.

She’s a great friend, but the look in her eyes scares me.

I’d put that delightful encounter at the back of my mind as I moved on to the other great powers of the continents.

The cities.

The clans.

The guilds.

The households.

It was all a whirlwind of activity and chit chat.

I feel like I’ve been walking for hours. Wait. I have.

Gold’s head bobbed up and down as he chirped up a song for the final eastern tribe, their members nodding in understanding. This tribe was dressed in loose orange tunics and had curious shapes and swirls painted elegantly throughout their exposed arms and atop their cheeks and foreheads. I could sense power within the paintings similar to symbols, yet closer to magic, ethereal and undefinable.

It was a different path to power from the traditional ones, a type of energy that connected to nature and concepts whilst not being part of symbols or magic.

I’d like to learn more about them when I get the time.

“Thank you for your tale, young one,” the tribe’s leader, a woman named Galeru, bowed low to Gold, who bowed his head back. “And to you, Crijik, for approaching us. Our power is dwindling, and your acknowledgement will aid us.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I said. And it was true.

“Aid is not always direct. It is the subtle changes that can help us reach our full potential,” Galeru smiled, her wrinkled cheeks casting the image of a woman at peace. “But I believe we have taken up enough of your time. Thank you, once again.”

Now that a few hours had passed, the atmosphere had grown lighter around me. Tents had been set up, and many of the visitors had brought grand tables filled with delicacies, and showed off their skills and abilities to their fellows in a bid to both entertain and inform. In a gathering as large as this there were people I had never seen before, and likely never would again.

All were kind, and all held reverence in their hearts. The powers of the world were speaking to me as their equal, and as their better. William had guided me through the initial meet and greets, telling me which factions it would be wisest to approach. Gerial and Amanda had also chimed in at times, with Gold and Agni chatting up a storm and charming people when they could.

I left the tribe with a genuine smile on my face.

“That was the last of the eastern tribes, and the major powers,” William said. “Which means you’re now free to talk to whoever you want to.

“You say that like I haven’t spent hours talking already,” I said.

“You really didn’t have to spend so much time with the Vera,” William replied.

“Or the Halcyon!” Amanda added.

“I just thought they were really interesting. The Vera, I mean.” I held my hands up defensively. “They have divine mana inside them. But why do they stop at a single one?”

“Because even extraordinary people aren’t like you,” William replied. “If they took in more than a single mana of divine nature then they would explode. And horrifically so. I know because I’ve studied their history, and they’ve tried many, many, times before. Your existence will probably be a catalyst for them to try again.”

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s not like you and Gerial split your manapools in half. Now that you exist, there is double the divine mana of the Crijik present in the world. You represent their dream goal, turning one into two. You’re proof that they can grow past the confines that have stalled their advancement.”

“Huh.” I glanced back at the Vera. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

One point of divine mana was enough for the Vera to become an immortal household. They were the only ones to gain power that way, so I had to assume the method to do so was a household secret or related to a bloodline, but the thought of them multiplying their power was a terrifying one.

Maybe there was a reason that the Vera I talked to were so excited to see me. My existence is evidence to them that they can improve.

I walked past hundreds of newfound tents and buildings made from materials of all kinds. There were creations of solid stone, green fire, radiant gem-plants, thousands of bugs acting in unison, and even various regents that regenerated from any damage dealt. Runes I’d never seen before flashed before my eyes, uncovered without issue. At first the people who saw me bowed low, and quivered. None knew my disposition. I could have been a tyrant, or a saint.

Soon, they discovered I was neither.

Hey, she looked interesting. I should talk to her first.

“Hi there,” I greeted a young girl.

“H-h-h-hiiii,” she stammered, her voice growing five octaves and coming out as a squeak by the end.

She was no more than five years old, with brilliant green hair and bulbous eyes the color of vines. Looking within them, I could see plant roots gathered underneath, a sight that was curious, but not the reason I’d come over.

“I’m Andross.” I shot her a smile. “That’s a cool dress you’ve got there.”

“L-Lydia,” the girl gazed up at me in wonder.

Lydia glanced down at her clothing and blushed at my compliment. She wore a simple garb, composed of large forest leaves that were woven together into a rough dress. Each leaf was vibrant green, alive, and vigorous.

The strange mana flickering in and out of it had drawn my attention. A mixture of life and nature mana that flitted in and out of the dress and through Lydia’s hair.

“If it’s okay, would you like to tell me about yourself?” I asked.

There was a squeak of response, and Lydia nodded her head furiously. She looked up to the side as well, and I saw an older woman with similar looks to Lydia gaping at me, looking so pale she could faint. Before she could, there was a flap of wings as Gold hopped off my shoulder and perched onto Lydia’s side, nestling his head against her neck, and chirping happily.

Lydia giggled, and the tense atmosphere broke.

The other members of her household slowly edged their way toward us. I could see the surprise in their eyes, and the woman that looked like an older Lydia bowed to me. She was wearing a similar dress of leaves, except hers were autumn red in color.

“H-hello, I’m Guila, an acolyte of the Paradise of Nature, a southern tribe,” Guild said.

She must be Lydia’s mother.

“We’re not a big power, sir Marked one. Grand Marked one. Divine Crijik,” Lydia’s mother stuttered. “Are you sure you would not like to meet with others first?”

“You’re interesting, and that’s enough for me,” I said.

My words were resolute, and the household members looked at each other.

“Then, I should introduce you to our chief, he is someone more suited to your stature,” Guila said, looking back toward a tall man whose arms were more tree than flesh.

“In due time,” I said. “Let’s chat. You and me. And Lydia, of course.”

“This is a cool puffer,” Lydia replied, scratching Gold’s neck gently.

“He is, isn’t he?” I beamed.

The rest of the meeting was awkward, but it quickly grew into something resembling a real conversation. Lydia helped, and Gold would flap his wings whenever there was the slightest of tension, breaking it with ease. Most of the people were too shocked to comment, trying to figure out why I had singled out a small girl from a tiny tribe.

It was only when I started to leave that somebody made a comment.

“Why us?” Guila asked, her curiosity winning over her fear of me.

She wouldn’t have asked me that before our chat, I thought. A hint of satisfaction crossed my heart. Which means she understands that I’m not the kind of person who would hurt her just for asking a question. Good.

“Because you were interesting,” I repeated my reasoning from before. “There doesn’t need to be anything more for me to approach you.”

The tribe watched me closely as I left, and I hummed a tune happily to myself. William and Amanda had distanced themselves, not wanting to influence my talk, but I could see them both hiding smiles.

Agni chirped at Gold as he returned to my side, and he returned a squawk of triumph as he clutched a treat within his talons.

The two birds made me split it in half, and then gobbled it up.

“You two are going to have heart attacks if you keep eating like this,” I told them.

Heart. Fire. No attack. Treats yum.

Andross silly. Treats delicious. Treats good. Heart good.

Gold and Agni’s dismissive chirps sent a smile through several of the surrounding people, some of whom had to hold back laughs. I was sure that most of the guests couldn’t understand the birds, but they could feel the intentions behind their words.

And just like that, they became more approachable.

“Hello there, I’m Andross.”

“Andross Silver, nice to meet you.”

“They call me Andross, but these two birds call me their chef.”

One by one, I approached factions at random. Humble temple monks, noble households, lowly nomads, the odd school that was treating this like an excursion. All were fair game for a visit.

A company from the east was so dedicated to fighting monsters that all of their upper echelons had shifted their minds into golems, allowing them to shore up any weaknesses that human bodies provided. Led by Diamond, alongside his generals, Emerald and Ruby, their new bodies were all made from different materials so that no unique symbol magic with the ability to control a single substance could cause chaos.

One noble household from the west were all attuned to ash, a rare element variation of fire. Every member of their household was accompanied by a clone of ash, identical in every way to them except for their featureless faces. Curiously, the clones and the household members were all dressed differently, in almost drastic fashion. Where one wore red, the other wore blue. When one wore a dress, their clone would be given a tunic. It was like they were trying to separate each pair as much as they possibly could through physical means.

Next were a strange group of dwellers with no name, a different race entirely from humans. I entered their camp thinking it was empty, save for a group of paintings hung up on the walls outside. It turned out that the paintings themselves were the visitors. Phantom limbs climbed out of the portraits, forming ethereal visages similar to human-sized jellyfish that walked. They greeted me with alien expressions, each one willing to introduce me to the customs of their race.

A couple of visits soon turned into a dozen. Then a hundred. Each person I talked to was unique, the System and other paths of power mixed and intermingled in countless ways.

Despite my doubts at the beginning of the day, I was having fun.

“Thank you, Andross,” a man said. He was an aura user I had approached for fun after seeing him standing alone among the crowd. “For your wisdom, and your conversation.”

“I should be thanking you, Silence,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to meet an adventurer in person. To think that the world is so wide. It’s amazing.”

“It is,” Silence replied. “That’s why I vowed to travel it.”

He was the first person who used my name without honorifics.

A smile graced his lips as I walked away, and with each footfall over the stones, flames, and water of the platform, I could see people’s opinions of me shifting. Slowly, ever so slowly, the world was discovering who I was.

Gerial had been right, my different upbringing was affecting the people I met in unexpected ways. My childhood days on Earth had taught me that everyone was equal, and though some qualities always existed to separate us, at their heart we were the same. Some would call it naïve, but I never cared. It was my philosophy, and it reflected in my actions.

Those who might have objected couldn’t because they followed the strict hierarchy I was ignoring.

Activating my [Mana Communication] skill let me hear their thoughts.

It’s strange.

He seems approachable.

Manipulatable. Malleable.

No. He is friendly, but not weak.

I can feel his power. What mana. What depth. Why then, does he appear so kind?

My presence was having an impact, but it wasn’t the kind that people had expected. They had arrived anticipating a fight. A change. What they received was Andross Silver. I wasn’t a frightened child, or one arrogant with inexperience.

They were seeing me for who I was, and not what they’d expected.

In front of them was a human being. An ordinary person. Not a terrifying divine, bringer of destruction.

“Are you sure you didn’t receive [Wisdom]?” William asked. “Because you’re getting better results than I could have anticipated.”

“I’m just being myself,” I said. “It’s not my problem that nobody expected me to.”

The next faction I approached was a noble household surrounded by priests and guards of the church. Several members were in dispute with the priests, objecting loudly to their bad treatment. Most of the nobles looked angry, but a few were embarrassed, and even frightened, like they didn’t want to be there. Those ones were weaker than the average attendee. Far weaker.

I deduced the reason for the conflict immediately.

They brought more people than they were allowed to bring.

This household had been set up in the far edges of the water section of the platform, and they had unleashed a large building from an inventory that was at least three stories tall. It was gaudy gold and tacked with unnecessary displays of wealth. A few guests had been displaced by its arrival, but they were eyeing the situation calmly, waiting to see how the church would react.

[Clan Heshwalt.]
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Alarge sign placed at the front of the building proudly told the world who I was dealing with. Though I’d never heard of them before.

“Is that a lawn?” I asked.

Gold chirped an affirmative as I touched down on the edge of a field of grass. The noble household had placed a lawn atop the water of the platform. In itself, that was an insult, since it implied that the church’s preparations weren’t sufficiently comfortable.

More likely, it was a direct display of disobedience and dominance. Their territory was now covering the church’s territory. Quite literally.

I guess this is part of the job, too.

My eyes roamed over the guests as I approached, studying them carefully.

If they’re labelling themselves a clan that means that they’re either nobility from the western continent, or a powerful faction from the eastern continent. Since both use the same label in slightly different ways. From the people I’ve met so far, they don’t have the style of clothing suited for the east, and their building is made of stone and not sandstone, so these people are likely from the western continent. Hmm… How did they settle disputes again?

I didn’t ask William for help, though I could see him hovering nearby with Amanda and Gerial. This was something I needed to handle personally.

The world needed to view all sides of me, not just the good ones.

“Hello there, I’m Andross Silver,” I said.

Two hundred heads turned toward me, each one belonging to Clan Heshwalt. Quite a few of the weaker members grew pale, and I know that I was close to them, I could see their youthful features. Children, teenagers, and elderly members with too little magic to feel comfortable in the Eye were huddling together and shrinking away from me.

All of them emitted mana, and most were attuned to earth, my favorite element. That made their thoughts and emotions even clearer as [Mana Communication] activated.

I’m scared.

I don’t want to be here.

Why did dad make me come?

That’s the Marked one? So young. Why must we insult him when so many years are left.

The church has gone too far. We must make a stand here.

Did they think we would fall for a petty scheme like this?

In seconds I identified who wanted to be here, and who had been coerced.

One person’s thoughts struck me more than the others. It was like they wanted me to hear them, and so uttered themselves proudly to my senses.

Hmph. Conceited child filled with nothing but lies. You will be dealt with well before you come to power. Allow us to strike the first blow and reveal your weakness to the world.

The source of the thoughts stepped forward, revealing a man with white robes with silver lining draped over his body. They looked too similar to my own for it to be a coincidence. The man had soft velvet hair, and there was an arrogance to his movements that I couldn’t quite place, but it was the pride in his eyes that drew my attention to him.

His balmy lips parted as he raced to be the first to speak.

I beat him to it.

“You’d be the cause of this disturbance, then.”

The man pursed his lips. “I am the patriarch of clan Heshwalt.”

“Isn’t it customary to introduce yourself when greeting a Marked one?” I tilted my head curiously. “And when introduced to someone of equal authority or higher.”

“It is,” the Heshwalt patriarch replied.

“Great.” I unleashed a radiant grin. “Just thought I’d double check.”

[Mana Sanctuary].

A single point of golden light flew out of my palm, striking silence into every onlooker. The priests knelt, and the guards bowed, and dozens of guests followed suit. The man in front of me stared incomprehensibly, then looked toward Gerial, confirming that my brother was too far away to have sent the mana out himself.

That confirmed my suspicions. This man was one of the people that had assumed Gerial was the source of the mana, and that I was just a fake.

“Sit,” I commanded.

Physically, it was a single world, but the particle of golden mana burst with light as [Mana Communication] activated and sent far more complex instructions to the mana around clan Heshwalt. The earth mana around the clan members responded with emphatic agreement, and I felt it slip from the clan’s fingers as it danced around me, following my intentions and movements.

In seconds, the entire clan had their magic stolen from them.

I haven’t taken control of mana like this outside of spars since the Burning Lake, I thought. It was so easy.

Well, control was a relative word. In practice I had asked the mana who they wanted to play with more, myself or the clan. All had chosen me, but I had also only asked the mana that surrounded the people who were against me.

Those who had been coerced to come to the Descent had been left alone, their mana buzzing excitedly around them.

“W-what have you done?” The Heshwalt leader paled.

“Shh, I’m talking to my friends right now.” I put a finger to my lip. “Let’s see what your constant companions have to say about you.”

Leaning to the side, I held a hand to my ear and paid attention to the flow of the mana around me. Their thoughts were transient, like a river that couldn’t hold still for a moment, but after sharing memories with Roxxy and attuning to three different elements, I had grown accustomed to listening to that which couldn’t be grasped.

Concepts flickered through my senses, each reverberating with emotion.

Mistake. Anger. Unfair.

“I feel your mana bustling with anger and fury at your family’s treatment,” I said. “And yet, I do not sense that they have been mistreated themselves. Which means you are likely to be good people.”

Greetings. Unkind. Unfamiliar. Clan. No talk. No greet. Only use.

I sighed.

Much like my younger self had once done, clan Heshwalt wasn’t communicating with mana, they were controlling it. That was why their mana had joined my side so readily.

“Well, at least some of you want to say hi, which is nice.” I glanced over at a pair of women wearing dark brown robes, the true colors of Clan Heshwalt. They were identical in appearance, and I gave them a small wave. “As for the rest of you, well, I suppose the unknown is fairly frightening. Just because we’re magicians doesn’t mean we’re not human. And for people like yourself who are used to controlling and not communicating, the unfamiliar elicits a greater terror.”

The swirl of earth mana shifted into a stoic river as I spoke, each one responding to my words in turn. On the surface it looked like I was talking to the clan, but I was speaking to everyone, including the mana in the surroundings.

I focused on the mana, trying to peer at an individual string of thought and drown out the others. They were on my side now, but I hadn’t severed their connection with the clan members. It was a new experience to try and separate an individual’s intentions from the others when there were so many people around, but with each passing second, I felt the single thread of communication strengthen between the mana and I, revealing the flow of thoughts belonging to their leader.

Expose the fake. Gain reputation. Be the one to step forward. Praise. Greed.

All in all, the mana told me exactly what I thought I would. Somebody was bound to step forward and challenge me. That was the nature of interacting with so many people who were used to being respected.

Clan Heshwalt’s leader didn’t just want to rebel. He wanted to make a statement.

Above all he wanted to be the first to do so.

The patriarch opened his mouth to respond, and I raised my hand.

“No,” I said. “You had your chance.”

A second golden speck of mana spun out of my hand, sparkling in front of him. There was a thump as the pressure of its existence pushed the man to his knees. Three quarters of his clan fell with him.

If I had been using earth, metal, fire, or water mana then the effect wouldn’t have been so pronounced. They could command their physical counterparts, but not humans and other types of mana.

Divine mana was different. It was an authority, and an order. Nothing could defy its will.

“Those of you still standing, I know you didn’t want to be here,” my voice echoed across the platform, permitted to be heard by all. “Why did you come?”

The remaining quarter of the clan that was standing looked at each other with uncertainty and fear. None of them were leaders or expected to ever make important decisions. This was new territory, and it scared them.

It also empowered them.

How I respond will depend on their answer, I thought.

A single child stepped forward, a young boy with brown locks of hair that fell over his ears and cheeks. His eyes were wide, and he trembled, ever-so-slightly when he gazed at me.

“We came because we wanted to,” the boy lied. “It wasn’t their fault.”

“He’s right,” another person said, a teenager this time. “I insisted. And I wanted to bring my brother and sister along as well.”

There were murmurs from the elderly people of the group. Unlike the children, they knew the implications of lying to me. With a single command their entire clan could cease to exist. If I wanted to, I could do what the Gesti had done to my mother, and order them to be exiled forevermore, my words and orders acting as a curse upon their clan for generations.

I had no intentions of doing either of those things.

“Is that so?” I asked, the faint shimmer of a knowing smile lingering on my lips.

“It is,” another child said.

None of the children looked happy to be lying, but they also didn’t back down. There was love in their eyes, and a devotion that could only be borne from a happy family.

Everybody has their own circumstances. Just because their leaders defy me, doesn’t mean there are bad people in their everyday lives.

More eyes turned toward the scene now. Hundreds had been openly following me. Now it was thousands. Soon to be tens of thousands. I switched my attention to the leader of the clan and his brethren, each of whom were still kneeling in front of me. “Tell me, do you believe that I am the Marked one of the Crijik?”

The two motes of golden mana hovered above their heads teasingly, dancing through the kneeling people and twirling through the air. Everybody’s eyes followed them, their significance in existence undeniable.

Before, I’d unleashed my mana while the factions were waiting behind their portals.

Now, they were face-to-face with reality.

The clan leader gritted his teeth, the humiliation he faced was quickly being replaced by fear. And the realization that he had placed a bet on the wrong conspiracy. All it took was a quick look around before he shook his head, though he was barely able to complete the action.

“We do not,” he said. “I, Juoin Heshwalt, formally apologize to the Crijik. May your radiance bless your church in the years to come.”

I tilted my head, pretending to consider his apology for a few more seconds. Some people would expect me to go for blood, calling me weak if I didn’t. Others would consider me a future despot for doing so, and their worries would only worsen as I aged and grew in power.

None of those people were me, and I did what I wanted to do. More importantly, I did what I felt was wisest.

With a flick of my wrist the mana disappeared.

“Rise, Juoin,” I said. “This is a day of greeting and celebration. Anger and violence don’t suit it. As for your extra guests, you may consider them officially sanctioned. Though you will never act like this again in my presence.”

The pressure forcing the clan down was released all at once, and the leader rose, gratitude crossing his features.

“I would not dare,” he said. “For your word is the word of the divine.”

His words were uttered with sincerity and were soon repeated in unison by the clan around him.

Showing them my divine mana was the easiest way for me to deal with the issue. No more. No less.

“I appreciate it,” I said. “Now then, let’s talk a bit.”

“Of course, Marked one,” Juoin bowed.

Hours passed, but clan Heshwalt’s display had caused any other dissenters to back down. They were not all convinced, but they knew that they only had to wait in order to see if I truly was a Marked one.

After all, better judges than they would soon be arriving.

Another two hours had passed when a shimmer of power washed over me, so delicate that nobody else had sensed its presence. A fine mist was spreading over the sky, hidden within the depths of the night, and I nudged Gold, signaling for him to drop from my shoulder.

The puffer swooped over to Amanda, Agni following in his wake, and she looked at me. A single glance was all we needed to communicate, and she nodded, moving with the birds toward the seats. William had seen us, and he shifted in place, returning to his father, rather than the chair that had been set out for him.

Gerial walked toward me, his purple eyes flashing with concern.

“Did you feel that?” he asked.

“I did,” I confirmed.

There was a short moment of confusion as the other factions sensed the disturbance. A ripple of anticipation and anxiety reverberated throughout the surroundings, starting from the strongest, and eventually enveloping all in attendance. They could all feel the magic being woven above us, but nobody dared interrupt it.

Mists of mana whirled in unison, birthing five doors from their harmonic dancing. Each was humble in make, and yet large enough to fit an army. Upon the doors were five carvings, each representing the divines of the churches.

The world fell silent, and with a wary gaze I stared up at the shifting heavens.

And now, the true Descent begins.


18 THOSE WHO PIERCE THE HEAVENS


When the church of Artus descended upon the Burning Lake three months ago, they had torn the world asunder with their might. Now, five churches were making their way to the Eye together, but instead of a spectacle they entered with a whisper, with tendrils of mana sinking into the air and preparing platforms for those who exited the portal doors. Those who worshipped didn’t care for displays of power, or markings of authority. Each step would be filled with purpose, and awe both for where they were, and who they would be meeting.

A singular purpose filled their minds, bearing witness to the divine.

“What should we do?” Amanda asked.

Agni and Gold chirped in unison.

Wait here. Andross time.

Both birds jumped off my shoulder, with Agni settling into Amanda’s hair and Gold resting on William’s shoulder. My friend’s gazes landed on me, and I looked back at them. Gold was the only one that looked calm, but none of them doubted that I could fight this battle.

“They’re right,” William said. “Are you ready?”

“I have to be,” I replied. “And I am. I’ll go up there. Alone.”

There was a faint shimmer beside me, and Gerial appeared.

“Not alone,” Gerial said. “Let’s meet them together.”

I nodded and swallowed my hesitation as I climbed a sea of stars to greet the five churches of the divines.

When I had met with the powerhouses of the five continents, I was above them in the hierarchy. They knew so, and I knew so. Even if it had felt awkward, it hadn’t been frightening. Maybe a normal Marked one would have been terrified of being watched by so many powerful people in one place, but I had gazed upon something which snuffed out lives with its mere presence. Humans and other races couldn’t compare.

The churches were different. What they represented were different.

Five divines, all equal to the Crijik.

When I’d risen to their level, a single chime broke through the air, signaling the opening of the five portal doors. The marching footsteps of the five churches filled my ears as out of each door strode a deluge of people, too many to count, each with their own lives, their own circumstances, their own adventures and their own triumphs.

There were too many to count. Enough to fill five cities. Maybe more. For some, the divines were metaphorical. For others, they were very real and walked among them in the form of their chosen.

No matter what their beliefs, I hadn’t expected so many.

“How many are there?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Gerial replied. “They represent the whole world.”

Careful, and reverent, they walked on the air with their heads down and their eyes closed. Most wore masks, each representing their respective divines, but for the sake of openness and sincerity, the most powerful had come without adornments, wearing the simplest of garbs. Names that could shake the continent and people who lacked for nothing had lowered their heads alongside their fellow adherents, unified in their belief in something greater.

Mana conjured by their presence filled the air, unleashed with every footfall. Red, blue, green, silver, pink, yellow, and brown, the lights danced through the processions, emanating joy and love.

Above them, the five portal doors glowed brightly, each basking the world in their glow, brightening up the night sky, and soothing all that fell under their radiance.

I watched them carefully as they drew closer.

The masks they wore, the colors of their garbs, and their banners all painted a picture of their divine of worship.

On the path on my left I see the light green of life, mixed with the earthly brown and green of nature. Each mask contains a wave of water, or a single seed. The churches of Mehta and Vita are there, their members intertwined in harmony as they march to me.

On my far-right troop, a hundred thousand members in unison, their robes dull gray with no adornments, and each has placed a weapon by their side. Their masks are a single drop of blood. They are the church of Inné, tall and proud.

Next to them walk the church of Ength, striding upon a sea of runes. Their masks call to me like a symbol, pillars of light carved around a single orb, each coalescing to form a being alien in form and divine by birth. Silver fabric layered with runes basks each and every member, invigorating their existences despite their lack of magic.

Finally, in the middle is the church of Fue, their might resolute, and their passion overwhelming. Their robes are plain white, not proud, or overbearing, simply accepting. They lead the rest, just as they lead humanity, and though they are the largest in number, they are also the most powerful. Carvings of feathers embrace their masks, supple yet never-wavering, each molded from solid silver, but flecked with gold reminiscent of the eyes of their Marked one.

“How can one even compare to this?” I asked.

Gerial gave no answer. He couldn’t, for the procession had already drawn near.

Yeah, we definitely didn’t prepare enough chairs, I thought.

Leading the masses to the Eye were the cardinals of each church.

Twelve times two led Mehta and Vita. Their cardinals were split evenly in the middle, balanced and tranquil. Twelve stood ahead of the church of Inné, their strength overwhelming. Twelve guided Ength’s followers, each seemingly ordinary, yet none of them yielded to the force of those around them.

All of them were stoic pillars that lay unmoving among an ever-shifting ocean of magic.

And at their heads were the cardinals of Fue.

Fourteen cardinals crested the sky ahead of their followers, beacons of guidance whose presence spoke of secrets long lost, and ancient memories held dear. With each step creation solidified around them, their very presence strengthening the world around them. Their power merged with the surroundings, melding it to their whims, and when they took, they gave back tenfold. Each cardinal’s footfall carved a path before them, and those who followed in their wake didn’t hesitate to step onto it.

These are the people whose magic and influence is second only to the Marked themselves, I thought. I don’t feel any hostility, but their presence alone is overwhelming.

When the thousand factions of Ioa had arrived, their display of might had been impressive, but scattered. Each one had focused on displaying their own traits and power. The five churches did no such thing.

Their members moved as one. Their adherents worshipped as one. Their purpose was as one.

There was a picturesque simplicity to the arrival of the churches, a quality which was only highlighted by the grand nature of the event.

“Quite the sight,” Gerial said. “What do you think of the powers that move the world?”

“They’re beautiful,” I said.

When the cardinals stepped before us, some bowed, low and solemn. Others knelt in piety. A few watched with curious eyes, their demeanor respectful, but their hesitation apparent. There were too many to count, and too many to greet, but it did not matter. They were not who we were here to meet.

A single hand rose to halt the advancing tides of the churches. My hand.

“I greet the members of the churches.”

My words echoed out throughout the vast expanse, each one guided by magic into the ears of those before me.

The followers of the churches fell into place, and while standing in unison they spoke a reply.

Fulfilled, we witness your presence.

Honored, we behold the Descent of a divine.

Awed, we greet the new Marked one of the Crijik, the divine of Death.

They had no magic to guide their words, but as mana chanted alongside them, and runes sang their clarion calls, their voices entwined to form something greater than each individual. Each word reverberated throughout the world, and struck like the decree of a divine, drowning out all that existed.

“Thank you for attending my Descent,” I said. “It’s an honor to see the followers of the divine in person, and to hear their faith.”

Those words had been rehearsed in my mind a thousand times but saying them still took the wind out of my breath. I was addressing more people than I’d ever seen before in one place. Even the biggest cities on Earth would have balked at the numbers standing before me.

But none of the people before me compared to what I could sense beyond them.

They’re here.

“[Mana Sanctuary].”

Golden light spilled forth and shrouded my surroundings, and everyone froze as they felt the arrival of something greater than them. But my focus was on what they hadn’t yet seen or sensed.

“I feel them approaching,” I whispered. “Five presences. Each one is similar to us, yet different.”

“Because that is what they are,” Gerial said. “Authority. Power. Divinity.”

I didn’t deny his words. I could feel the world trembling in their wake as their existences were weaved into the fabric of reality itself. My mark tugged at my chest, just like it did when it connected to Gerial. Each thump struck at my chest like a hammer, but I refused to look away.

This was the moment I had prepared for. The one that would decide the tumultuous fate my presence had brought onto this world.

The Marked ones had arrived.

“They came in person.”

I didn’t mean the words figuratively. The presences I sensed hadn’t arrived from the portals in the sky. Each one had traveled here without using the nexus, arriving past the portals. Beyond my sight, five figures strode through the sky, drawing the attention and awe of all who sensed their coming.

The major powers of the worlds knew what the entrance of the five churches represented, but I could hear the shock in their hearts as the mana around them roared their panic.

Those who lacked those senses were quick to pick up on the shift in tone and mood.

Nobody spoke, for fear of drawing their attention.

Nobody gasped, terrified of drawing their ire.

Flowing over my body were streams of stone and metal, my divine mana exerting its authority to help me control the two elements at once. They gave me comfort, and as I wrapped myself in their embrace, they protected me from that which caused others to shudder, the power of the divine.

I rose, higher and higher, with Gerial by my side. Neither of us bowed. Nor did we acknowledge the shifting crowds below us.

We were here to greet equals. Those who would count us among their ranks for the rest of our lives.

The first arrived with an explosion.

Golden light filled the sky, its path intersecting with the church of Inné. I saw a single figure striding through it, both a part of it, and separate from it.

The mana sang a single message out to all those who could hear.

[I have arrived.]

“We should⁠—”

I froze as a sword pressed against my neck. With an instinctive gesture I conjured stone to block it, but it told me that there was no weapon or blade near me. Only thin air.

I touched my skin, ever so gently, and when I removed my hand, there was a single drop of blood.

I shivered.

There was a cry from below me as the phenomenon spread. Each one grasped at their necks, and each found a drop of blood. Some conjured protections, others simply lowered their eyes. There was no retaliation because they knew they were not being attacked. This was a manifestation of intent, and a byproduct of seeing that which should not be seen.

“Crijik, divine of death, I have come to judge you.”

A voice, intense and stern, billowed across the sky, crashing against my ears. The moment the words touched me, I hesitated.

I thought I would be ready to face them. I thought we would be equals. But as I gazed upon the golden lights unleashed upon the world, I saw that the ocean of divine mana eclipsed my own.

No. I have to greet them as they greet me. Those who challenge, I challenge back. Those who judge. I judge back. If I stumble now, then all of my suffering would have been for nothing.

People continued to cry out as the golden mana threatened to overwhelm them, but the source of it only had eyes for one person. Me.

So, I focused on them.

My hand rose, golden light spilling out of it like a fountain. With [Mana Manipulation] I forced it into my [Heart-Silver] spear, activating the runes scrawled across it at the same time.

Golden light mixed with silver and in an instant, my weapon was complete.

I was holding a divine spear.

“Then, judge,” I said.

With a force of will that pulsed throughout my body I sent a command into the weapon. The spear shot through the air toward the ocean of golden light, forcing the mana to part before it. Waves of golden light rose to oppose the attack, striking at my spear, and within each mote of mana was the intentions behind them, guiding their actions.

They looked down on me. They judged me.

They feared me.

I gazed upon the divine mana and questioned it. Who are you to judge me?

My spear touched the outer layer of mana, blasting through it with ease.

I have faced the horror of death and experienced the beauty of reincarnation.

With a rallying effort the divine mana lunged at my spear, but Oubliez’s symbol activated, hiding it from their sight and letting it slip through their grasp.

Monsters that made humanity tremble lay slain at my hands.

My spear hit a wall, a concentrated effort from the mana. For a moment they clashed, a test of might and willpower, but a second later the mana crumbled. The spear would not fold to anything less than a full assault.

Churches that plunged reality into chaos have collapsed in my wake.

With each clash the mana grew less certain of their answer. They saw me for what I was. Not a helpless child, but a divine who had earned his place.

Tell me, who else could say that they have gazed upon the madness that was the divine and lived. None. For I am the only one.

Finally, the spear broke through to the person behind the mana. The being that had deemed me unworthy of gazing upon his visage.

No. Nobody has the right to say I’m not qualified. Not even a divine. You can deny my existence all you want. You can even deny my place. But you cannot deny me.

Divine battled against divine.

The world felt fear.

And I refused to back down.

“Enough,” a single word broke through.

A thin line appeared across the sky and my spear trembled as it was struck aside, its hardening symbols pushed to their limits. The divine mana parted at the strike, revealing the blade of a long and thin sword.

Wielding it was a man.

With a gesture he retracted his divine mana, allowing it to billow into his body and disappear, and giving me my first glimpse of another Marked one.

Inné, divine of war.

His sclera were dull gray, and hair of ash fell over vibrant and tanned skin. Chainmail shifted across his torso and over a tunic as he swiped his sword, and upon his back lay three more encrusted with rust, their hilts embedded into his armor and forming a crown around his head. His presence was agony, the weight of the undeniable pushing down upon my shoulders. Within his eyes was the cold and hard gaze of war, unfeeling and uncaring. If I stared too long, I knew I would be consumed by it, as all things are.

But as I gazed upon him, he too gazed upon me. I didn’t know what he saw, or what he felt, but I saw his reaction.

He trembled.

And then he smiled.


19 THE LIKES OF WHICH THE WORLD HAS NEVER SEEN


“Inné greets the Marked one of the Crijik,” Inné said.

“Andross Silver greets you, Inné,” I replied.

Around us the clash had been witnessed by all, but those who could see what was happening were few. Inné’s divine mana cascaded throughout the sky, blocking all but the strongest and most perceptive from witnessing the clash of weapons. He hadn’t used a skill to do so. There had simply been that much mana within him.

Inné is almost twenty-five. He has had twenty years to raise his manapool, and I see he hasn’t wasted them.

Below us the church of Inné had fallen to their knees, each one bowing to their divine.

Wait. I frowned as I noticed another change. What is that?

As Inné’s divine mana retracted, something else took its place. Subtler than the divine, and as delicate as a feather’s touch, it graced the world with its presence, neither shifting it, nor harming it.

It held the vigor of fire, and the calm of water, mixing them with the stoutness of earth, and the strength of metal.

Others couldn’t sense it, but the mana around me had reacted as well, greeting their brother.

Nature. They said. Greetings.

When they spoke, I knew what it was that I felt. Nature itself was surrounding me, flowing through my hair and over my skin. The world was at peace, strengthened by its own existence, a change that wasn’t a change, but nonetheless, a transformation.

“I see you.”

My words echoed across the expanse, much to the confusion of the people below me. Then they gasped, and I saw thousands of followers falling to their knees, each wearing brown and green robes.

Beside me was Gerial.

On my other side was a new figure.

Draped in earth, with a back of flames and gloves of water, the sclera of his right eye was deep green, and his left eye was an ocean shade of blue. Short green hair waved with an invisible wind, and within his eyes he held the harmony of the world. Rippling out from his heart lay the fury of nature, unstoppable in force, but restrained by his will. Gazing upon him was difficult, as he was one with his surroundings, but also separate from them, and he caused the sky to ripple with every step.

Mehta, divine of nature.

“So, you spotted me. Curious. Wonderful. I have never met another Marked so in tune with nature. It has judged you worthy, and I follow its instinct.” Mehta’s eyes glowed as he spoke. “Mehta greets the Marked one of the Crijik.”

“I greet you, Mehta,” I said. “Though I do not appreciate this trickery. I did not say I only saw one of you.”

Mehta tilted his head, his lips curling into a smile. “I have nothing to do with that.”

“Then I apologize, for it appears two tests overlapped,” I replied.

Gerial frowned, the sole point of confusion he had let cross his features during this time. He had spotted Mehta, and he didn’t fear Inné, but for once he had no idea what I was talking about.

I shifted my gaze to Gerial’s front. A girl stood there, examining him closely. She was bathed in a shimmer of invisibility similar to Gerial’s in function, yet different in sensation.

Vita, divine of life.

“I greet you, Vita,” I said.

Gerial stepped back in surprise as Vita’s invisibility disappeared, and she giggled, bouncing back with a playful skip and a spirited hop. Her eyes fell upon me, her sclera light green and her smile piercing. Her skin was vibrant, impossibly smooth and beautifully healthy, and her hairs were strings of radiant yellow light. When I saw her standing beside Gerial I could see the contrast between his pale countenance and her vivacious existence, but also their similarities in gaze and posture. Like two sides of the same coin, their presences intertwined in curious ways.

Vita was dressed in a veil of thick mist, the substance billowing out in waves across her body. When my eyes met its fabric the roar of a thousand species filled my mind, and visions of creatures I had never seen before flickered over the mist like a projection.

Mighty dragons flew over grassy plains. Valiant warriors braved the frozen tundra of the north. Within the depths of the ocean a mass of white tentacles slept in silence.

A faint glimmer of recognition stirred within my heart. I wasn’t looking at a veil of mist.

It was a cloak of souls.

“Those who see. Those who do not see. I did not expect the Crijik, that which commands death, to see life hidden in its depths.”

Vita’s voice was a song, dripping with honey and laced with spirit. She leaned in, scandalous in her lack of distance, her breath hot against the tip of my ear as she whispered into it.

“I sense something strange about you. A familiarity. A kinship. Life is strong within you Andross Silver. It accepts you, as you have accepted it.”

Each word soothed my heart and healed my wounds. The exhaustion from my clash with Inné was erased, my body feeling as safe as a newborn in a warm embrace.

Tucking her hands behind her back, Vie stepped away from me, her gaze lingering on mine.

“I am Vie, Marked one of Vita. I greet you, Crijik.”

“Lovely to meet you, Vie.” I shot her a smile. “Personally, I’ve always been a fan of life.”

She’s the first to use her own name. I noted. Which means she likely views herself as a Marked one, but not as the divine itself. Just like Gerial and I.

The church of Vita was the one that might have killed Gesti Bob. If anyone were to know about the impact of that action on me, it would be their Marked one.

I had some doubts, but as Vie beamed back at me I didn’t see condescending or malice, only sparkling curiosity. The depths of her gaze contained an insatiable need to explore and expand. Vie wanted to know how I had spotted her, but the truth was I had sensed her before I had seen her.

Mehta had drawn my attention through my affinity with nature. It was a matter of instinct. But Vie had attracted me through a more primal method.

Gifted with two lives, how could I not sense the one who represented life itself?

Still, I can’t tell her that I was blessed with a life beyond my death.

I shifted my attention to a single spot in the Eye.

“And then there was one,” I said. “Ength.”

Those on the ground followed my gaze and swallowed their surprise. Atop the Eye sat a woman, her presence devoid of mana and without a trace of magic. Her sclera were bright silver, radiant in nature, like two pillars of light illuminating the world. Her garb was a simple robe, a silver motif with several pillars carved across her sleeves and the hem, all of them led to a single orb on her chest. It wasn’t an eye, but I couldn’t help but note a slight similarity to my own robes. Her legs dangled precariously over the edge of the megastructure, and she examined a nearby symbol, tracing her finger over it, her eyes reflecting every line.

Ength, divine of symbols.

She didn’t acknowledge my presence, or the presence of any others. It was an indifference without malice, born of intense focus.

Ength truly hadn’t noticed the proceedings.

A flick of my hand retracted my [Heart-Silver] spear from its battleground, and I conjured stone platforms underneath my feet, moving myself toward the final Marked one. Ength glanced at my side, frowning as she looked past the concealment of Oubliez’s symbol and examined my spear.

“You are an inscriber,” Ength said. “One who knows unique symbols.”

“I am,” I replied. I ventured into a question. “You can see my spear?”

None of the others have commented on it.

“No other Marked one could while it is static. Even after viewing it’s strike, they would not recognize it,” Ength said with certainty. “It is a strong rune whose concept was translated perfectly by your hand.”

“Thank you,” I said.

A faint touch of pride glowed on my cheeks.

I was used to compliments at Koshima, but the compliments of a master were different from that of a professor. And Ength was the person that masters sought to learn from.

“Those who study the conduits that bring forth concepts into reality do not often pursue magic, yet you are riddled with it. Curiously, however, I do not feel them clashing.”

Ength grasped the [Heart-Silver] spear, examining it carefully.

“I hear concepts calling out from within you. Creation. Chaos. Death. Life. Nature. War. That connection is how you sensed me, and it is how I sensed you. You are strange, Andross Silver.”

“We wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

“Indeed.” Ength smiled.

She let go of my spear, allowing it to return to me. There was no verbal acceptance of my status, or her acceptance of it, but I had a feeling that I didn’t need it. She had called me an inscriber. In her eyes, that was likely a more important acknowledgement than any other.

“Come,” Ength said. “Let us adjourn.”

There was a pause, then she pushed herself off the ledge of the Eye. I jolted at the unexpected movement, and then looked down to see Ength plummeting toward the ground, her hand flickering at a speed so quickly I could barely see the blur of her fingers.

Water flowed from my inventory, ready to provide a helping hand.

Then, she stopped.

Ength was floating in the air without using a hint of mana. In front of her was a luminous series of lines. A rune, carved from nothing. She had used reality itself as her canvas. With a gesture she created several more runes, walking calmly across the sky as they activated.

Together, we fell in line, walking until we reached the others. Their eyes followed me, curious about the newest addition to their group, an unheralded existence.

I examined my fellow Marked ones with caution.

Inné’s every step heralded his inevitability.

Mehta’s presence unified the world.

Vita’s gaze inspired existence.

Ength’s touch gave birth to concepts.

With each passing moment I grew more aware of the gulf between us. It was impossible to avoid the sensation of life-threatening danger hanging above my head. Our lives were on timers, and we all had to undergo ascension. Cooperation between us might improve our chances of survival, no matter how miniscule they were.

These weren’t just the highest authorities of the churches, they were my biggest threats.

However, they could also be my greatest allies.

This feels strange. They all have their own lives, completely unrelated to mine, but we’re all linked through the divines. They’re older than me. More practiced. Some will even ascend soon. How do they plan to survive? Can I ask? Would they even respond?

“So, you’ve seen us just like you wanted to,” Gerial said.

All four of the visiting Marked ones paused at his words. Their observance turned wary as Gerial scanned them all in turn, his back straight and his eyes crackling with lightning. With a calm smile he stepped up to my side, and both of us took our place among them.

For all that they were, it was a reminder that there was another divine present. Two people equal to them.

Crijik’s eye watched creation burn.

With a subtleness reminiscent of a wave the followers of the six churches reacted. They had stood for me, respectful and devout, but now their gazes ascended those emotions. Higher than admiration, and adjacent to love, there was no description I could find for those whose gazes fell upon their living divine. All knelt before us, the six figures who represented the divines they held so dear. The living embodiment of the powers that had created the world and given it life. They prostrated not just in body, but in mind and spirit, their mana singing their praises and joy.

One has turned into two.

The second Marked one of the Crijik is real.

The divines have made their⁠—

Silence fell.

Sudden. Forceful. Hushed.

In the blink of an eye the celebrations, shouts, and praises of hundreds of thousands of people disappeared, washed away like dust in the wind. When I looked down, I saw their rapturous expressions still present, but whether it was an ordinary person or a priest, or even the members of the four immortal houses, none of them moved.

All of them were frozen in place.

What is happening⁠—

My thoughts ground to a halt as a whisper of power brushed against me. Its echo resonated through my chest, flowing through my mind and entering my soul.

“[Mana Sanctuary].”

Golden light spilled forth from my body, an ocean of mana grander than any I’d unleashed before. Fire. Water. Earth. Metal. All came to my aid, rising forth as they offered their protection.

I sensed four other golden oceans rise around me, streams of divine mana rising to protect their wielders from harm.

Then, I saw our opponent.

A single girl glided through the air, her footsteps falling onto a path of light.

On her first step, I saw life’s curiosity quelled, for her depths could not be fathomed. With her second step, nature’s rage became an insignificant drop of water flowing into the river of her existence. Alongside her third step, war buckled and bent in front of me, yielding before the might of the only being that could end its unending march. Watching her fourth step, the runes I’d studied for years faltered, the otherworldly concepts gracing reality bowing before the enormity of the tapestry that had birthed them. When her fifth footfall touched the sky, death sensed its end approaching.

Two golden eyes surveyed creation, and where she looked, all fell silent. My mana trembled, and the element’s anger faltered. She did not command them, nor did she acknowledge them, but they calmed, and submitted. Her gaze fell upon me and where I expected to see anger and fury, there was pity and mercy.

For years I had wondered why I saw what I saw. I beheld all elements of mana, my eyes pierced invisibility impenetrable to all, and even illusions held little sway over me. Now, I watched a hush fall upon creation, and for once I knew exactly why. Time had halted, submitting to the presence of a being it could not compete with, and as she drew nearer, I felt the urge to do the same.

What approached was beyond human and monster. Beyond mortal and immortal. Beyond magic and faith. Advancing toward me was an existence that eclipsed all.

She was order and authority. She was creation and destruction.

She was divine.

“I greet you, my fellow Marked.”

Life and death.

“Inné.”

Time and space.

“Mehta.”

None held sway over her.

“Vita.”

None could deny her will.

“Ength.”

Through her grace all was allowed to exist.

“Crijik.”

For she was Fue.

“And also you, Crijik.”

Divine of Creation.

Golden eyes fell upon us from above and a single moment stretched out into an eternity under her purview.

“I am Alyssa, Marked one of Fue.”

A smile graced Alyssa’s lips as she descended upon us. Plain white robes adorned her body, decorated by flowing strands of platinum blonde hair. There was a ceramic mask attached to her left side, feathers carved into it, and she wore a simple bracelet on her right wrist with five tiny gemstones glittering in the light of her mana.

“Gerial, Marked of the Crijik, greets Alyssa.”

Beside me, Gerial bowed low and much to my amusement, he was facing the ground shyly with a slight blush on his cheeks. He was the only one that hadn’t released any mana when Alyssa had arrived.

I copied his gesture and retracted my mana.

“Andross Silver, Marked of the Crijik, greets Alyssa.” I bowed. “I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.”

“And I, you, Andross,” Alyssa replied. “I have not met most of you before. It will be a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise,” I said.

The spell amplifying my voice was inactive. Whatever magic was maintained it had been frozen along with the rest of creation. But Alyssa was within earshot, and she acknowledged my reply with a faint nod. Her every movement was regal, and even though her clothes were plain, the power within her caused a shudder to run through my spine.

At the same time, I gauged the reactions of the people around me.

Vie and Mehta were nonplussed, their expressions calm as they viewed Alyssa.

Inné had his hand upon his sword, but his gaze was one of challenge, not anger, and I could sense his unwillingness to submit.

Ength simply nodded, and I could see that she was the least affected. Runes floating around her, pulsating with the call of concepts similar to Alyssa’s, and she tapped at them curiously as though they were new and strange. She had conjured them far faster than the one I’d seen her make.

She might have used a different ability to create those ones.

One at a time, the other Marked bowed and offered their own greeting.

“Vita, Ength.” Alyssa nodded. “This is our first meeting as well, is it not? We have much to talk about. Perhaps after the festivities, though it might be impossible this time.”

Vie giggled, her mist of souls shifting around her. “I’ll find a way.”

Ength gave a short nod.

Only Gerial and Inné have met her before, I thought over Alyssa’s words.

Only the most important events could cause Marked ones to gather, and even then, one or two being in the same place was a momentous occasion.

If anything, the seven of us meeting up in one place was probably a cause for concern.

Gerial straightened and stepped out from beside me, joining Alyssa in the air. I saw her eyes glance at him, a small scattering of emotion and the twitch of a genuine grin breaking through her majestic visage.

“Now, we are all together,” Gerial said.

“Not quite,” Alyssa replied. “There is one more.”

“Another?” Inné asked, his eyes narrowing.

“There.” Alyssa pointed to our side.

I followed her gesture and sucked in a breath as I spotted a dark red tear pulsated in the sky, just like the portals of the other visitors. Taking a single step back, a flick of my wrist brought my [Heart-Silver] spear into my hands, and I raised it guardedly.

Unlike a portal, the tear’s insides were warping and twisting as though resisting their existence. It looked like a drop of blood, large and wide enough to fit a single person, and yet it was wrong. Sections devolved into sludge, only to reform a moment later, and then break again. A cacophony of madness lay within the abyss of red, reaching out and grasping at my mind as I looked into its depths.

I had seen something like this before. Right before I had been attacked in the Burning Lake.

Knock.

Without warning the tear trembled.

Knock.

Gerial frowned, his palms crackling with lightning. His eyes flourishing with painful memories, and I knew he was remembering his recently healed wounds.

Crack.

The red portal shattered, breaking into a rain of blood-like liquid as its instincts won and its creation was broken. Each drop drew my attention, emanating a power far stronger than the one I had felt in the Burning Lake.

It was chaos.

“Well now, this is a lovely sight,” a voice floated through the storm of chaos. “I went out for a walk and ran into everyone having a party without me.”

Walking through the remains of the shattered portal was a young man sporting a confident grin. A dark red tunic covered his upper body, with accompanying black pants, and a loose teal robe was draped messily over both. Aqua blue hair bounced across his shoulders, and his blood-red eyes swept over us without a hint of concern.

“Hello there,” he said. “My name is Kyle.”

His casual greeting didn’t do anything to deter the tension we felt. All of us knew who he was. And we knew what he represented.

Artus, divine of chaos, had arrived.

For the first time in history, all eight Marked ones had gathered.


20 SYMPHONY OF THE DIVINES


When Artus descended upon the world of Ioa, chaos reigned supreme for years, causing civilizations to collapse and humanity to push itself to the brink of destruction. I’d learned that the spirits inhabiting the world were also a casualty of Artus’ descent, but even before that I knew that countless lives and ancient magics were lost to the whims of madness. Tomes and books were destroyed, society shattered, and all signs of order were torn down at their foundations.

More recently, the church of Artus had attacked Gerial and Alyssa. To both of them, Kyle represented violence and chaos of a personal nature.

Gerial gazed at Kyle with a stormy expression, the lightning in his palm arcing across his body and singing the air around him. His usual stoic manner he reserved for political events was gone, his violent expression growing in fury with each passing moment.

“Artus,” Alyssa interrupted Gerial’s growing anger. “We have not met, but your church greeted mine.”

“So I heard, Fue.” Kyle’s confident expression flickered, a small taste of disdain leaking through. “I apologize. I’ve had the cardinal dealt with. And Crijik here eliminated the core troublemaker himself.”

“Yes.” Alyssa’s gaze didn’t leave Kyle. “Yeux. A monster raised by your church.”

Oh, she read my report to the church of Fue. I blinked in surprise. Of course she did. She was attacked, too.

“We all make mistakes, but as someone above time you should know that there’s no need to dwell on the past.” Kyle waved his hand dismissively. “Now then, I’ve been ignoring the man of the hour too long. Andross, hey!”

The others turned to face me. They each had their own opinions of Artus’ Marked, most of them unfavorable, but none of them feared him like the world did. Ultimately, it was my Descent. That meant I had to make the final call on what to do with him.

I raised my hand and waved.

Kyle glanced at me, but I was watching his feet. Kyle was hovering over the ground without help.

Just like Gerial.

“Hey, Kyle,” I greeted him as casually as he’d greeted us. “Is that a wind attunement?”

“It is.” Kyle’s smile widened. “I felt like I would be needing it.”

The Marked ones around me frowned at Kyle’s response. Artus’ Marked one attuning to a new element was a calamity by any stretch of the word.

Now, he would be far more powerful than before.

“I wasn’t sure you’d make it,” I said.

Kyle tilted his head, a spirited light gleaming in his eyes. “I’m your senior, it’s only right that I bear witness to your unveiling.”

“When you first started saying that I thought you meant you were a senior student,” I replied.

“Did you? What a happy misunderstanding,” he glanced at me innocently. Then, he chuckled at my stony expression. “What’s chaos without a little mischief? Speaking of, I can taste the chaos here. It’s delicious. But what’s that sheet you’ve got covering it?”

“What sheet?” I asked.

Kyle’s lips curled into a smirk, and he dragged his finger through the air in front of him. When he removed it, there was a swirl of invisible force surrounding him, barely visible save for a slight shimmer that I realized was air moving within the spot he’d taken it from.

“Time, trapped and brought to a halt, the supreme expression of order.” Kyle flicked the piece of time to the side, and it jolted through more of itself.

Watching time unfreeze was like trying to comprehend the might of an explosion happening in front of you. The dimension in confusion, unsure of whether to stop or continue while the rest of it was paused. I shut off my [Mana Sense] just in time, unsure if I would be driven mad by the sight.

To my surprise, it worked. Time was being manipulated, but the catalyst was mana. Without my [Mana Sense] I couldn’t see a thing.

“Enough.”

A wave of golden light burst forth from Alyssa, and her power reasserted itself. Time froze once again, and I felt it was safe enough to open my senses to the mana around me, so I did.

“You weren’t that strong three months ago,” Kyle replied. “No, not this strong at all. It’s affecting you, too, isn’t it?”

“This gathering is special,” Alyssa said. “Leave.”

“That’s not your choice. It’s his.”

Chaos and creation clashed as their gazes refused to fall from each other, and when they turned those eyes onto me, I could sense power within them both.

I didn’t refute Kyle’s argument, and my expression showed that clearly.

“See, he’s going to let me join you,” Kyle said.

“That doesn’t mean I trust you completely.” I gestured to the frozen crowds. “Don’t cause any trouble. Or harm.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. You saved my church after all, even if you did it by slaughtering almost all of them.”

“That was Yeux.” My tone came out harsher than I’d expected.

There was a pause, ever so slight, before I took the first step down and Gerial followed in my lead. Kyle followed close behind, sticking to my side like glue, though I suspected that was to annoy the others more than anything else.

I could see them questioning his presence, and my reason for allowing him to stay. Ength didn’t seem to mind, but Mehta didn’t take his eyes off Kyle for a moment. Nature was birthed from creation, and chaos was part of its foundation, but I sensed that the Marked one didn’t see it that way.

As for why I’d let him in, well, the truth was that I didn’t have a reason not to. He’d never given me one. Kyle had been a student at Koshima Academy when I first met him. Or rather, he had signed up to be one, not intending to be there long, and had managed to get accepted. Nobody knew who he was, and I wasn’t an exception, but in hindsight there had been a lot of clues. In fact, he’d probably thought I knew the whole time, and was just hiding it from everyone else around us.

He even commented when I nicknamed myself ‘Crijik’ that he would have done the same but called himself ‘Artus’.

In hindsight, there had been a lot of clues.

Although I wouldn’t say we’d gotten too close, we had been friends. Then, when his church had attacked, he’d saved my life. Probably more than once.

Granted, he was the only reason I was being attacked in the first place, but that was because a monster had escaped his grasp when he’d lowered his guard. And he had only left it unguarded because he’d rushed off to protect the greatest source of chaos he’d ever seen. Me.

It was a complicated relationship, to say the least.

“I have prepared a table for all of us, and seven chairs,” I explained as we stepped down toward the platform. “I’ll find another chair.”

“No need, I brought my own.” Kyle shot me a smile.

In the middle of the earth section was a decrepit wooden table, almost too small to house seven chairs, let alone eight, but as the Marked ones stepped onto the platform various expressions of surprise littered their features.

Ength knelt beside the table, her fingers exploring its underside.

“This is a good table. Whoever carved these runes is very advanced in their studies. Shielding is a rare and powerful specialization, and it is hard to find a master of the craft,” she nodded appreciatively. “Your work?”

“My puffer friend,” I said. “He’s a really good inscriber.”

Ength chuckled, but then she saw I was serious, and her curiosity replaced her stoic expression.

Note to self, introduce Gold to Ength. Also, talk to her about runes.

Vie settled onto her seat, dragging her knees up to her chest and tapping the surface delicately. In seconds all of us save Mehta were seated. He chose to stay standing, and I saw he was barefoot and welcoming the layout of the four elements that composed the platform.

Starting from my seat, which was the furthest from the Eye, I was sitting next to Alyssa and Inné, with Vie next to him and Mehta standing beside her. Kyle was at the far end beside Mehta, and Gerial had landed himself next to Kyle somehow. Which wasn’t a good look. Ength sat next to Gerial, completing the link with Alyssa by her other side.

It was a strange arrangement, with none of the Marked having anything in common with their neighbors.

Kyle had worsened the tension by bringing out a chair of blood-red gemstone and dark wood framing, not quite a throne, but bigger than the others.

“The fat one next to the Phoenix?” Vie asked, and she smiled when I nodded in confirmation. “I sensed him when I walked in. He’s super adorable.”

“Phoenix?” Inné grunted.

He tilted his head, searching the crowd, and I saw something stronger than curiosity cross over him. An urge, or a need. But it disappeared when he spotted Agni and Gold, both frozen on Amanda’s shoulders.

“You know about the Phoenixes?” I asked.

“I have studied all of the prominent bloodlines,” Inné replied. “The Mitra household fascinates me more than most.”

“Because they’re powerful?” Vie asked.

To my surprise, Inné shook his head. “No, it is because they are varied in their abilities. Some have their bodies changed, much like Marked ones, and yet more interesting is that they all have a remarkably quick recovery time. One even manifested healing flames, and they are the one that made me curious.

“I bet rapid healing comes in handy when waging war,” Vie said.

“Among other benefits. A Phoenix companion would be a powerful ally. Some, and this may surprise you to hear as it did me, also combine with their Phoenix to form a being not quite human, but not fully magical either. The only downside is that a bloodline is required for that.” Inné’s face was devoid of emotions. “But those few gain a portion of their Phoenix’s powers. It is a powerful ability, and one that even I fear and envy.”

Vie beamed. “Plus, their Phoenixes are so cute.”

I nodded absentmindedly, but this was all information I’d heard before. Amanda would get a kick out of knowing that the Mitra family were known by Marked ones as dangerous.

Where’s William? Wait. He’s over…there?

I didn’t know why, but William had moved himself so that he was hidden from all angles behind his tall father and several other Zodiac members.

Maybe he deduced that Alyssa would come. But could he have seen the time stop coming as well?

I wasn’t sure of that, but I wouldn’t question his decision to hide. Instead, I coughed, grabbing the attention of my fellow Marked and drawing it away from Gold and Agni.

“If any of you are wondering, this table is mine. I brought it here from my family home when I moved into the Eye, and Gold, um, the puffer, has been using it to practice his shield rune crafting. Yes, I’ll introduce you to him later.”

“I’ve met him, nice fellow,” Kyle said, drawing the ire of Ength, who seemed almost a little jealous.

“Your church met him, too,” Gerial commented.

Vie raised her hand, green mana seeping from her palm. “Let’s not start that now.”

Everybody looked at her in surprise and she raised an eyebrow at us, giggling as we shifted our attention toward her. The cloak of souls shifted, displaying images of birds with blue scales flying through the air, and what looked like a herd of titanic horses galloping over mountains.

“We’re all so serious, but don’t be surprised that I’m not.” Vie tapped the table. “I like this. A creation of a life and family well cared for. Let’s not be the first ones to cause a fight in its presence.”

“Agreed,” Inné said, much to everyone’s surprise.

The divine of war doesn’t want to fight, I thought. There’s something I didn’t expect.

Seeing our doubt, Inné shook his head. He gestured at the frozen people around us, and then at the followers of the six churches standing in the sky above us.

“There is a time for battle, and a time for diplomacy. As Marked ones, you should all know how much we wish that others wouldn’t define us by our pasts and legacies, and instead look through that and see who we are. Right now, we are participants in a key moment of history, an event never seen before. There is no past or precedent for this. On top of that, none of us are enemies and most of us haven’t met. Why should we judge each other by our expectations when all we want is for others to not do the same.

The moment I stopped your argument, I could see your surprise. Maybe that’s because you’re judging me by my Mark. Not on who I am.”

“You attacked me as a test of my divinity,” I pointed out.

“And I’m surprised you did not retaliate with full force. I would not have that same self-control in the face of an enemy. Those who would threaten my family and life do not get off so easily, even if my enemy is a Marked one.”

I glanced at Gerial, and he nodded back.

Inné is right. Maybe Gerial would have attacked as well if we weren’t at my Descent.

“I respect you for it, and I apologize for the unnecessary provocation when you must already be filled with concern.” Inné tapped the sword by his side. “However, consider this. I was in the presence of my followers, and they have expectations of me. So, I acted according to them, just this once.”

The moment his words touched my ears I knew he was right. Every interaction I’d had, and every thought, was based on what I knew of the Marked one’s predecessors, and their respective church’s teachings.

None of the others objected, each of them were likely putting on their own acts. I knew I was.

Sure, I tried to be myself as best I could, but doing so under the eyes of hundreds of thousands of people was impossible. Every interaction I had with someone today was laced with expectations and no matter how hard I focused on being myself, all the questions and subtle movements of the people I talked to were influencing me in their own way.

Conversations were drawn to my Mark, not my education. Questions about friends were always political in nature or trying to pry for information. Nobody cared if Amanda read books, or that Agni enjoyed constant naps on her head, they only asked about the Mitra household and their connection to me. None of them knew that I was learning to swim, and that Roxxy was an excellent teacher, but a lot had started telling me stories about her mother, who they assumed I knew well and was friendly with. As for William, well, people were very curious about how big of a role [Wisdom] played in my life, whether he was working for me, and if I knew his father wasn’t a noble by birthright. Not a single person had asked about his hobbies, or his favorite flavor of ice cream.

It was all minor changes, none of them an issue or a problem on their own, but with each new conversation I could feel myself starting to think like them. Secretive, political, close-lipped, and divine, none of those things described me, but I found myself falling into those classifications more as the hours passed by.

“Now that time has stopped, we don’t have to pretend to be more than what we are,” Inné continued. “Marked ones. People. Divines. Be who you want to be. My ascension is in eight months. I do not have time to speak with false images.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Sorry, but I’m really not that formal. Andross Silver is my name, and I’d appreciate it if you guys used it. Gerial and I get confused half the time when people are calling us both Crijik, and I know it confuses the people talking to us as well.”

There was a murmur of agreement, and I even saw Kyle nodding, strangely enough. He caught me looking and shrugging, his coy and smug demeanor wearing off for a moment. Unlike the others, I didn’t think he was faking his prior attitude, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t take a breather and relax.

One at a time the people around me eased into a semblance of comfort. Most didn’t change, since they were proud people in the first place, but they weren’t as divine as they had been a few seconds ago.

“How are you doing this?” Vie asked, her eyes glowing as she looked from side to side.

Her question was directed at Alyssa, who tapped the table in front of her.

“This Descent is special in more ways than one,” she tilted her head toward Artus. “Fate guides humanity, creating paths and options for it to follow. Each path is a force in itself, manifesting the concepts present at their endpoint. Their destiny, so to speak. And right now, many new paths have opened, and all are equally possible. For example, I do not recall Artus having a wind affinity. Nor should it be possible for him to attune to a new element so quickly without that affinity.”

“She is correct. There is a reason I could attune with wind. We’re at a crossroads. Chaos is all around us, but so is order.” Kyle interjected, though I saw Alyssa had been expecting it. She allowed him to keep talking. “Those who know how to control them are reaping the benefits. I could feel it the moment Andross revealed his existence in the Burning Lake.”

Great. I’ve empowered two of the most powerful beings on the planet to new heights. Yipee.

“Fascinating.” Vie’s eyes twinkled.

“Concerning,” Mehta said. “Chaos and order should be balanced.”

“I agree. It sounds like a recipe for destruction,” Inné said.

“I’ll survive. I’m very persistent.” Vie held back a yawn, interlocking her fingers and stretching the tiredness away. “Maybe I’ll sleep through it.”

That’s what I did last time.

The thought that ran through my mind wasn’t my own.

Huh? I searched for the source, but it was right in front of me.

Vie’s mana had spoken her intentions out loud, but nobody else had noticed. Which confirmed none of them had the same skill of reading mana that I did. Or at least not to the degree that I did.

She’s a strange one, I thought.

“Like what you see?” Vie giggled, and I realized her words were directed at me.

Seven pairs of eyes fell onto me.

I wanted to hide my face behind my hands. I’d been focused on Vie’s thoughts, but from the outside it looked like I was staring at her intensely.

“He doesn’t think that way.” Gerial came to my rescue. “Trust me on that.”

“I guess I am pretty old.” Vie nodded sagely. “Eighteen this year past.”

“So, not old at all,” I said.

How dare she call herself old at eighteen. I felt a smidgen of disapproval from my rickety old brain. I’m older than that and still young in every way. Heck, I feel so young that it’s like I was born four years ago.

“Mmhmm,” Vie replied non-verbally.

“He doesn’t just talk that way, he sees the world that way, too,” Gerial said. “Like a normal person.”

Ohh. Right. We’re all going to die at twenty five. I keep forgetting that.

Kyle laughed, startling me out of my trance. “It just means he’s planning to survive his ascension. We should all have that much confidence.”

“It is refreshing,” Mehta said. “What if the chaos around us has gathered because Andross survives his ascension?” He shifted his gaze to me, but his attention was focused on something beyond my senses. Then, he looked to his side, at Inné. “Or maybe Inné will. I see more chaos around him than any other except for Andross.”

“You can sense it?” Alyssa asked, her curiosity piqued.

“How?” Inné asked. “I cannot sense a thing.”

“Nature is a balance of order and chaos, and so I am familiar with their presence,” Mehta said. “Such high quantities makes it easier.”

“It’s like someone is shoving cake in my mouth.” Kyle beamed.

“That explains your loose robe,” Gerial replied immediately.

Someone chuckled, and to my surprise it was Alyssa. She returned to her regal expression a moment later, but her cheeks had reddened. She was the polar opposite of Kyle, both metaphorically and literally, but out of all of us she probably knew best how he was feeling.

I couldn’t sense order or chaos at all. Neither could most of the others, if I was reading them correctly.

“Hey.” Gerial growled.

I looked over to him and saw a brush of wind poking at Gerial’s cheek, persistently annoying him.

Unsurprisingly, Kyle was the source.

Gerial raised his hand, and I could feel the wind around us shift. Then he dismissed his spell and frowned as Kyle sat back with a satisfied smirk. He wouldn’t rise to Artus’ provocation. Instead, the wind grew quiet as Gerial asked it to be still, and a bead of sweat gathered atop Kyle’s forehead as his communications were ignored by the wind mana around him.

“My connection to wind is far stronger than your own.” Gerial smirked.

“Only for now,” Kyle replied.

They see things I don’t. But I see things they don’t. Maybe each mark has its own specialty, a way of witnessing the world through the help of their divine origin.

“Enough games. Let us focus on this crossroad. New paths. New chances. Perhaps you’re right, and I will survive my ascension,” Inné said. “I intend to, at least.”

“You do?” Vie asked. “Why?”

“I’ve found that I’m fond of life,” Inné replied. “Do I need any other reason?”

A faint flush crossed Vie’s cheeks. “That’s a great one!”

“Does that mean you’ve got a plan?” Ength asked, her first interjection of the night. “You realize that the longest a Marked one has ever lasted during their ascension is an hour, correct? Most are not expected to last even half that long.”

An hour? I thought. That’s hardly anything. It’s terrifying.

Ength’s fingers traced lines across the table as she spoke, and I realized they were mimicking the lines Gold had carved on the other side. She paused, sensing our attention on her, and raised herself to her full height.

I hadn’t noticed it when she’d been sitting on the Eye, but she was very tall.

“Yes. I do have a plan.”

Inné’s words caused a hush among the group.

“My ascension will be held in a new location, not the city of War. I would like you all to come.”

“So, you’ve found a way to steal our power and figure that having eight Marked ones instead of seven would probably raise your chances of survival,” Kyle shot back immediately. “Sounds fun. I’m in.”

I stared at him, and he shot me a guilt-free smile.

“What? We were all thinking about it.” Kyle said.

“Is that true?” Vie asked curiously. “I kind of like myself the way I am. Not dead.”

“Partially.” If Inné felt any guilt of embarrassment, then he didn’t show it. His back was taut, and he had his chest held high. “Or rather, the opposite. Ascension, as far as we know, is an influx of mana so great that it cannot be contained in a single vessel. However, if you release the mana into different vessels, it is possible that the influx can be slowed, and death can be prevented long enough to absorb the entirety of the mana sent down.”

“Didn’t somebody try that once?” Gerial asked, leaning forward onto the table despite himself.

Mehta was the one to reply, the flames on his back glowing brighter with his emotions. “Two times. The first time the six other Marked put their mana into the ascending person, a Marked one of Mehta. And the second time the seven emptied their manapools and tried to take the ascension energy into themselves. The first time only the ascendant died. I can’t remember the result of the second one.”

“They all died,” Alysa confirmed.

“I remember those ones,” Vie chirped. “And the next ones that tried it. Those ones actually trained together every day to increase their mana capacity, having been born at similar times.”

Ength nodded. “Their bodies could hold divine mana, but none survived the transfusion. Human bodies are simply too weak, even with our marks empowering us. A shame. After all, we are the only vessels capable of containing divine mana.”

“The Vera, too! But they’d explode after holding more than a single mana point.” Vie pursed her lips. “But don’t let the difficulties stop you from trying to live. That’s important.”

Inné shook his head and, curiously, I saw that the blades of the three rusted swords behind his back had started to gleam, each one less decrepit than they were a few minutes ago.

The others seemed to accept that path of survival as hopeless, as though it were a fact that divine mana could only be held by Marked ones, but I couldn’t see why. Then it hit me. Each person at the table had grown up with that knowledge and taught the ways of this world. Normally, that put me at a disadvantage, but this time it kept my perspective flexible.

“You’ve found something else capable of holding divine mana,” I said.

My words caused the table to pause with surprise. All except Inné.

“As expected, you are correct. I have another plan in mind. Another vessel. But I refuse to say what it is, what shape it employs, whether or not it is a living being, or how to find it,” his voice was firm as he spoke. “I mean no offense by that.”

“A smart plan, since I would likely try to take it,” Kyle agreed.

“Or I might try to save it,” Vie added, tapping her cheek pensively.

“I’m glad you see the sense in my words. I wish I could tell you all my plans, especially as it would likely increase my chances of survival, but a strategy is only as effective as its hidden pieces,” Inné said. “I will reveal everything to you at the ascension itself, but you have my word that it will not harm any of you. I am well aware of the past failures of our predecessors that tried to use other Marked to survive their ascensions. However, be warned, none of you can try to take the vessel from me. If you do…”

His gaze steeled, and I shivered as I once again felt the sensation of a blade against my neck. Like an invisible wind it pressed deep, drawing a single drop of blood.

“The church of Inné will consider it a declaration of war. And I will warn you now, no matter how hard you struggle, and how hard you strike, I will not fall.”
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Silence fell among the table, but it was quickly broken by a chuckle. Alyssa held a hand to her neck, pinching the tips of her fingers together. In her hand she held a tiny beam of gray light, and with a light press she destroyed it, causing a mote of golden mana to dissipate. The others all had similar reactions. Gerial’s lightning obliterated the mana before it could reach him, Mehta’s flames and earthen garb had shot out to meet it, and Ength simply tilted her head, holding the gray light curiously and examining it. Vie, it seemed, was completely unaffected, and Kyle had allowed the attack to hit him, rolling his eyes as the drop fell from his forehead.

Inné’s attack wriggled helplessly in front of me, trying to pass by my golden mana but failing. I destroyed it with a single tap of my spear.

[Mana Sanctuary] had protected me.

Fool me once, shame on me. But a surprise attack like that won’t hit me twice.

Of course, Inné’s attack wasn’t meant to kill us. Or even harm us. It felt more like a manifestation of something. His intentions, or his power. Whatever magic he wielded involved cutting, but I’d never heard of something like that before.

“I know this.” Kyle homed in on Inné. “You’ve unlocked [Persistence of Inné].”

“I have.” Inné smiled. “I hope you enjoyed it, Artus.”

[Persistence of Inné]? I noted the skill. I’ll have to ask Gerial or William what that skill is.

“That was fun,” Vie said. “Let’s not do it again.”

“Nature does not like being provoked.” Mehta frowned.

“I do not want to rouse any of you, but a warning must be given. This matter is too important for me not to,” Inné replied. “I suspect some of you already have ideas of interference. It would be heartless of you not to.”

For some reason, I felt Inné’s gaze fall onto me as he spoke those last words.

Heartless? That’s a strange turn of phrase.

“See, this is why I like gatherings, there’s always so much excitement,” Kyle said, his eyes drifting off and exploring the surroundings. “Nights of fate. Working together. Rowdy rumbles. Tensions rising. Why are we wasting it all hidden away where nobody can see us?”

He raised his hand, pushing it forward and watching it flow as though it were caught in a current of water. The atmosphere shimmered as he dragged his hand onto the table and smacked his palm against it, releasing a small puff of air which rippled out into the wider surroundings.

For a moment I caught a glimpse of what Kyle was working with.

Twisting throughout my vision was a form of power so primal that it had no consciousness. A mass of writhing energy that refused to cow before the whims of creations and the order of reality. It was inside the flames and water the church had used to create the platform, and the tents of the factions of the world held it within their walls.

Chaos floated through every person and every animal in attendance, inescapable but also a part of them. For all its faults, chaos was without malice, an intrinsic part of the world as much as anything else.

Alyssa pursed her lips, her fingers tapping against the table warily.

“No need for that,” Kyle said. “I’ve got it.”

He brought his hand back up, and with a snap of his fingers time coiled around it, then bounced back immediately in a whirlwind of movement, spreading through the factions and churches alike.

“Wow, I actually felt like a real divine doing that,” Kyle said.

His words echoed across the Eye, bouncing off the ears of the hundreds of thousands of people that had just been released from Alyssa’s spell. Most ignored him, still continuing their celebrations, not realizing they had been frozen in place.

Others reacted quicker.

“Artus,” Wahyu said.

My teacher appeared beside me, and the other cardinals of the church of the Crijik surrounded me and Gerial a moment later. My guards were with them, their swords pointed at Kyle’s throat. He smiled and tapped their blades as though they were cute and nifty toys at a shop.

Then, he glanced to the side. “I see more have decided to join us at our table.”

He was speaking about the cardinals and guards of the respective churches. Many had spotted their Marked ones and instantly appeared at their side, power erupting from every angle. Curiously, Mehta was alone, his cardinals waiting up above. I could feel their connections to nature, each one communicating with their Marked in a way I couldn’t hear.

Vie was also alone, and she squished her cheeks with her hands, leaning on the table as she watched events unfold. She had a smile on her face the entire time.

The cardinal’s display was enough to bring down the cheers of the church followers and draw the eyes of the factions of the world.

As they spotted Kyle they all gasped and drew their weapons.

“What a lovingly chaotic reception,” Kyle said, his voice holding a hint of surprise and an unhealthy dollop of affection. “Is this all for me?”

“That’s one way of putting it,” I said. “For now, Wahyu, please leave him alone. We’re having a meeting.”

Wahyu didn’t frown, and I could tell from his posture that he didn’t want to move, but then he reluctantly moved back. He joined Mara and Ghalius, each cardinal facing the Marked of Artus with open disdain. The church of Artus was weakened, possibly even on the verge of destruction, and now the one person who could bring it back from the brink was in their grasp and surrounded by enemies.

It was the perfect opportunity for the six churches who had faced Artus’ opposition for years. And for humanity to alleviate one of the greatest causes of its suffering.

“Leave him.”

Alyssa’s voice adorned their ears, spreading gracefully over the audience. Where they touched, people withdrew, mana was calmed, and weapons were sheathed.

“Thank you.” Alyssa bowed, her actions meant for all. “Allow us peace now. This is the first gathering of the eight Marked, and we will not have it disturbed by violence.”

“None of which was caused by me,” Kyle added.

There was grumbling, and some protests, but whether it was the priests, the warriors, or the cardinals, all checked with their Marked ones, and then obeyed her request. She hadn’t used magic, or another power, this was the authority commanded solely by the Marked one of Fue.

Only a few of the factions kept up their guard, but I spotted more than a few people staring at Kyle hungrily. The church of Artus was hurt, but where there was weakness there was also opportunity.

I should keep an eye out on whoever talks to him. Though I doubt they’ll make it obvious.

“We’ll be right here.” Wahyu clasped my shoulder reassuringly.

“I know, and thank you,” I said. “My Descent is definitely turning into quite the event.”

“We kind of expected that,” Wahyu said.

With that quick conversation he moved back, his tattoos shining as he raised his hands and cast a spell. A shield appeared before the table, bright green and then transparent. Vie looked at it with curiosity, and as though signaled, three of her cardinals appeared at the edges of the shield, placing their hands onto it and adding their power.

More cardinals and other high ranked magicians joined in, and quickly the area turned impenetrable. A Marked one could escape, with difficulty, but against the might of the world even we would be hard pressed to survive.

“I’m glad they trust me not to run away,” Kyle said with a straight face.

“You are the chosen of our greatest enemy,” Mehta said. “One who could destroy the world.”

“I think you’re talking about Crijik,” Vie interjected, winking at me before her words could hurt me. “After all, we are now faced with two divines of death.”

“Is it safe to discuss this?” Gerial asked, glancing worriedly at the people around us.

Now that time was once again flowing, any number of skills and spells could reveal our intentions and conversations to the world.

However, I wasn’t worried.

Several runes had appeared across the table and in the air, attaching themselves to all of us and the shield surrounding us. Ength’s fingers moved quickly, each new rune calling out happily as it was given life. When she was done, she settled back into her chair, a bead of sweat on her forehead.

“The area is silenced. None can hear our conversations. Or our thoughts. Even our lips cannot be read, no matter what others believe they see,” Ength said.

“I have also ensured nature keeps our intentions silent,” Mehta added.

“Thank you both,” Gerial replied.

Nature is keeping our intentions silent? I wondered. Let me check.

With a start I realized Mehta was right. Mana and elements lingered in the air, intertwined as always, but the elements were silent, their usual emotions shut off from the outside world. It was a voluntary silence, which put my heart at ease.

They were listening to the request of a friend, not a command given by nature itself.

Strong. We should keep an eye out.

This festival is fun.

Interesting how fast they react.

However, the mana around me was still as vibrant as always. It relayed thoughts to all as we had them, though most belonged to people other than the Marked ones. I couldn’t be sure that I was the only one who could hear them, so I sent out my senses and connected with the mana around us, my mind aching at the action. Having divine mana didn’t make [Mana Communication] any easier when I was trying to talk to all types of mana at the same time.

Do you guys mind if we keep the thoughts of others private to all? Just for today. Or even just for this meeting.

The mana paused, contemplating my words.

Then they twinkled, each growing silent as they accepted my request.

It was strange, to say the least. For the first time in years, I couldn’t sense the faint call of symbols being used. I couldn’t feel the emotions of nature. I couldn’t hear the thoughts and intentions of mana or the people around me.

For once, there was utter and total silence.

“What is that?” Vie asked, her face shifting as she grew unable to hide her surprise.

Inné’s face also crumpled with confusion, a slight jolt of movement giving away his unease as he instinctively reached for his sword.

“What did you just do?” Mehta asked.

The Oracle of Nature darted his eyes to the motes of mana he could see, and they grew wider with each passing moment.

“You asked nature to be silent, but mana continued to talk. I requested they stop,” I said. “Frankly, I’m glad they did. I wasn’t sure they’d want to since everything is so interesting around here.”

“You aren’t attuned with my element of mana,” Inné said with certainty.

“Or mine,” Vie chirped.

“And I cannot feel any movement in the wind, despite your affinity to it,” Mehta said.

“Well, I don’t have an affinity to them, but I can see them,” I said.

“You can see the mana around you?” Mehta’s disbelief came through loud and clear.

“All of them except wind.”

Their stances told me that they wanted me to prove my words, and I sighed.

I held my hand out to Gerial. “Bright white. Lightning, as you all know.”

I pointed at Inné. “Gray.”

I nodded at Vie. “Light green. Yellow.”

Mehta’s didn’t need revealing since he wore his magic on his person, but I spotted more than that. “Red. Blue. Brown. Metallic. Deep teal. And a couple of others I won’t expose.”

The divine of nature nodded at me gratefully.

I glanced at Alyssa. “Well, time isn’t really a color. Or a mana type. But I see something. It’s all twisty now that Kyle messed with it.”

“That’s an accurate way to describe it.” Alyssa nodded.

“As for you,” I scrutinized Kyle, “blue. Of course. But also dark red. I suppose that’s the easiest way to describe it. It’s not chaos, is it?”

“I need a way to interact with chaos,” Kyle said, nonchalantly exposing his secrets. “Mana works like any other.”

An element to represent the physical, and a corresponding mana transposed over reality, I thought. That’s how it works for every element, but I didn’t expect it to be the same for chaos.

The Marked ones stared at me, each one peering at me like they were trying to pierce through to my soul, and I felt my cheeks flush. Unlike nature or runes, every Marked one had a connection to mana, and so they had all heard it go silent.

Kyle let out a single bark of laughter, but it was Alyssa who drew my attention.

Her golden eyes fell onto me, and I saw curiosity within them.

“This is your Descent, Andross. A day for us to meet you, and a rare occasion to speak to you on your grounds?” Alyssa asked.

“I’d rather it be a day for us to get to know each other,” I said.

“Oh?” She tilted her head, curiosity flickering through her gaze. “What would you have us do?”

“Talk, and have fun,” I replied.

I was deeply aware that the person I was talking to was one of the highest authorities in the world. Perhaps the highest authority. If the divines were a pantheon, then they would all be considered equal, with their strengths and specialties lying in different domains. However, if Fue claimed to be second, then none would claim to be first.

Maybe Kyle would, but I’m not sure if he’d mean it.

“Fun,” Alyssa repeated the word as if it were an alien concept.

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Vie interjected.

With a swift movement she gripped her cloak of souls, throwing it off and revealing a tunic of closed flowers bunched together, each growing in harmony. Red, yellow, green, white, and all the other colors of the spectrum caressed her form as she sat back and stretched, letting out a relaxed sigh. Upon her neck was a collar of fern leaves, and I could see circled on her arms and ankles that each contained a string of dozens of tiny saplings. Her glowing yellow hair parted and twisted, revealing the shapes of several animals before reverting back into their individual strands.

The divine of life wasn’t what I’d expected, but I wasn’t sure what I’d had in mind for her in the first place. She didn’t seem as tense as the others, nor as regal, but her every movement exuded energy. Simply being around her was invigorating my spirit, and I wasn’t sure if that was magic or just the nature of her disposition.

“Why don’t we talk?” Vie said. “It’s not like we get to meet each other every day.”

“I agree,” I said.

Her eyes snapped toward me, and she shot me a beaming smile. “See, Andross agrees! And it’s his day, so I say we do what he says. Which is also what I say.”

“Hah.” Inné let out a long sigh.

Without further complaint he stood up, walking past Vie and positioning himself next to Mehta. I wasn’t surprised to see that Inné was far taller than the Oracle of Nature, his rippling muscles and toned body standing out even underneath the armor he wore.

Mehta glanced at Inné’s sword, his eyes lighting with interest and I felt a familiar call as he conjured a stream of metal out of his side, manipulating it until it had formed a similar looking sword.

“So, you can do that,” Inné grunted, though I thought he looked a little jealous. “Tell me, can you modify existing weapons?”

That was the last of the conversation I heard as the rest of the table shuffled around, each Marked moving to talk to another. Only Ength and Kyle stayed still, one uncaring and the other avoided.

I was going to lift myself up and join Gerial, but a hand on my shoulder bid me not to. I found myself gazing into two bright green eyes as Vie slid into Inné’s chair, her chin propped up by an open palm and a spirited smile on her lips.

“What are your intentions?” Vie asked.

Kyle rolled his eyes opposite me. “Probably to rule the world.”

“No, definitely not that,” I clarified, shooting Kyle a dirty look. He smiled in response. “This might surprise you all, but I’ve got no intentions.”

“Really?” Vie was unconvinced.

“Really,” I replied. “Even surviving ascension…Well, let’s just say I’m not as attached to life as you all are. I’m happy to live life in the present and enjoy it to the best of my abilities.”

“You could enjoy it longer if you survive,” Vie pointed out, but she didn’t seem insulted by my words.

“I feel like I’ve lived long enough.”

A couple of people laughed, but Vie simply nodded, accepting my response. I didn’t know how much she could sense, but with her strong connection to both life mana and divine mana, I suspected she could feel more than she let on about my situation.

Gerial, on the other hand, was stone-faced. He had ended up talking with Alyssa, but I could see him keeping an eye on my guests. He believed me, too, but that was exactly the problem.

We’ll have to talk about that sometime.

“I’ve met Marked ones who wish to live. And those that want to die. I’ve never talked to one who doesn’t care whether one happens or not.” Vie ran her fingers through her hair, each strand emitting a breath of light green mana. “You’ve led a curious life, I’m guessing. Tell me about it.”

“I coughed lightly, rushing the conversation before Gerial could reply. “This is my Descent, so I suppose I should reveal all I can about myself. But first, I’d like to know about you. Not the big stuff, just like, what makes you happy.”

“Oh, like what?”

“I slept in a dirt bed for most of my life because my parents thought it would help me connect with magic. Something about the old traditions. Now, my friends call me dirt-boy. So, something similar to that.”

Vie’s eyes lit up, and for a moment I saw the girl behind the divine, a person who wasn’t normally asked about herself, but what she could give others. She sat back, allowing her back to rest gently into the seat the church had provided, and each one of her flowers turned toward me, their closed petals rippling as though in thought.

“I used to really like grecs,” Vie finally said. “Nobody in the church wanted to acknowledge it, but I’d sneak off and go look at herds of them when I was a kid. And sneak onto them, too! They’re just so fluffy, and cute! And every single horn is different!”

Her eyes shone, and her voice took on a hint of the type of excitement that couldn’t be held back.

“A horn?” I asked, a little miffed. “I thought animals didn’t have horns.”

“Lots of life has horns, take a looksie.”

Vie raised her hand and part of the mist that composed the cloak of souls appeared within it. Within its depths new creatures appeared. They were pink and fluffy, brown and fluffy, black and white and fluffy. Each one of them had a round belly, a playful attitude, and a majestic horn that shone in the sunlight.

Are they what I think they are? I stared at the animals in wonder.

They were pigs.

Giant pigs. With horns.

“Wait, is that a unicorn pig?” I asked.

“What’s a pig?” Vie asked.

Ugh! This world! I shot Gerial a quick glare and he smirked at me. They can’t accept the possibility of a unicorn, but they’ve had uni-pigs here the whole time!

“It’s like a hornless grec,” I said.

“That’s super weird,” Vie said.

You’re weird! No. I shook my head. I am not going to call the living embodiment of life weird.

“You just thought I was weird.” Vie poked a finger against my cheek. “Well, I think they’re cute!”

“I think they’re cute, too,” I admitted. “But what do you think about a horse with a horn?”

“That’s weird.”

Vie giggled at my expression, and several of the flowers adorning her tunic blossomed. She put away the mist of her cloak, and sighed dramatically as she brushed her fingers gently against the flowers that had bloomed.

“The church couldn’t stop me from jumping on the grec’s backs and riding into the sunset, but they could judge me for it. Life, as far as they were concerned, was to be preserved, and not free.”

She glanced at me.

“I’m meant to represent life, but I’ve always wondered how that happens. I’m simply alive, aren’t I? I’ve always felt that simple fact is good enough.”

“Kind of a hard stance for me to take,” I said. “Since if I really wanted to represent death, I’d be dead.”

Wait a second…

“That’s true.” Vie’s words cut through my thoughts. “I think I just like being with creatures that are free. Not physically, no, but mentally, and spiritually. Which is to say, the ones that don’t find themselves constrained by their own thoughts.”

“Kind of like how I still sleep in a dirt bed, though now I have the element for it,” I said.

“Do you?” Vie nodded her head. “Then it’s exactly like that. Which is why I didn’t say that you wanted to die. I don’t get that feeling from you, and I feel life more intimately than most.”

I held my hand up, an old question-asking habit from back on Earth. “Is that because of your element?”

I’ve been wondering that since I first saw her.

Unlike the others, she had come into the Descent with a clear sense of how much life I had within me. Not so much my vitality, or my vigor, but the sense that I’d lived more than others. I wanted to know how she did that.

If it was a matter of simply being a life-attuned magician, then I was going to have to try and avoid them for a while. There was no telling what they would figure out if they looked deep enough, and I had no interest in being scrutinized by the world more than I already was.

“No, it’s not an attunement. Life, and dominion over it. That’s my gifted power as a divine. You should know that.”

Vie rested her hands behind her head and I saw the light of light green life mana gathering in her eyes, causing them to glow deep and bright.

“After all, as a divine, you have one, too.”
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Ifell silent at Vie’s words.

A power gifted to only divines?

That was new information to me. Though, looking around, I could see that wasn’t quite true. Alyssa could see and control time. Kyle was a water magician, but he could mold chaos itself in his hands. Mehta was clearly in tune with nature, but I didn’t get the sense that he was attuned to all the elements, so much as they jumped to fulfil his requests.

Ength I couldn’t be sure of, but I was willing to bet her powers belonged to symbols. Inné had his strange cutting ability, [Persistence of Inné], which didn’t seem to correspond to any elements I knew.

Gerial could turn invisible. Something I’d never worked out how to do or get near before.

Everybody has a power. I realized. Except me.

“That’s an awfully long pause,” Vie commented, but I heard no malice in her words “I like revelations, they make life interesting. But you didn’t answer my question, why don’t you mind dying?”

“No, no, I hate dying.” I shook my head, taking her gifted lifeline of a new conversation. “I think I just want to live the best I can with what I’m given. I like what I like, and so I do what I like. It just so happens that I enjoy living life, and that doesn’t give me much time to worry about death.”

“You’re a fascinating person, Andross Silver,” Vie replied.

“Indeed,” a new voice interjected.

I looked up to see Inné towering over me. The divine of war’s eyes were calm, the kind of simmering emotion that looked like it was above me, yet also did not care for me. However, as he gripped the edge of Vie’s seat with a large hand, his gaze softened a fraction, and he allowed a hint of warmth to enter his tone.

“Our clash was well fought. Now, I would like to hear more about your birds,” Inné said. “And your spear.”

“You’re not getting my seat.” Vie gestured next to her. “But you can take my old one.”

Inné’s armor creaked as he sat down, the chair groaning at the weight of his body. I hadn’t noticed it before, but his armor was entirely mundane in nature, without a single rune etched into it. Without a metal attunement, it likely weighed more than Inné did, and yet he moved within it like it was a cotton garb.

Every now and then I saw a flicker of gray light moving through the armor, so slight and so distant from my own abilities that I couldn’t tell what it was. I could feel a strange pressure emanating off of him, strong enough that even a normal person’s senses would scream of danger.

Only the experience of being around my guards for years gave me a hint of its source.

“Are you an aura user?” I asked.

“I am.” Inné nodded.

That explains that, I thought.

Aura, though rare, was the preferred method of warriors. It was a path of power that was separate from magic and symbols, yet I’d never delved into it. William used it, sometimes, and my guards were well versed in aura and magic alike, so I knew its deadly capabilities didn’t pale in comparison to mana.

Inné, as the divine of war, likely wielded aura in a fashion that would make my guards pale in comparison. I had no doubt as to his talent, or his training, and as the oldest of the Marked ones present, he was likely the strongest as well. Unlike some, he seemed more than ready to face his ascension.

“Are you scouting my weaknesses?” Inné asked.

“Just making conversation.”

“Very well, in return for my answer, tell me about this Phoenix,” Inné said. “Is it a fighter? A diplomat? How would you communicate with it?”

“And talk about the puffer, too!” Vie added.

“She is an awesome bird, and so is Gold,” I replied. “And I’ll introduce you guys to them afterwards if you’d like. As for what Agni likes, oh, that’s her name by the way, well, she enjoys treats. And sitting inside my friend’s hair.”

I fell into a comfortable conversation with the two Marked ones, finding it a lot easier to reveal embarrassing stories about Gold and Agni than it was to tell them about myself.

To my surprise Inné cracked a smile when he heard about Agni’s regal disposition, and his armor clanked against the edge of the table as he leaned in with interest.

“They’re so fun.” Vie clapped her hands together joyfully. “Their majesty knows no bounds.”

“Gold’s definitely trying to surpass whatever bounds his stomach has,” I said. “Uh, don’t tell him I said that.”

“I will.” Vie winked.

Inné frowned. “I will not. Though I agree, they are interesting beings.”

“I’m surprised, I thought you’d want to talk about William,” I said.

“Ah yes, the boy with [Wisdom].” Inné placed a hand against his armored chest. “I am curious. Very curious. But the ability to win all wars is not one taken lightly. I would rather know the man behind the ability, and there have been no opportunities to do so. He is well guarded, not just by his own father, but by the other factions of the world and the empire. None wish for the other to have access to him.”

William, the Marked one of war himself knows who you are and what security you have with no prompting. That’s a little scary, considering you’ve never met him, and I doubt he pays attention to anyone less than a gold mask.

“They don’t want us to either. A lot of people follow the divines, but even more in power are scared of what they represent,” Vie pointed out.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The world fears what would happen if a Marked one gained access to [Wisdom],” Inné answered. “More than that. They fear that a Marked one will survive their ascension. We can only go off records and hearsay, but even with the vast resources of our domains we can make wrong decisions. Those with [Wisdom] cannot. All Marked ones are curious about him and his ability to provide clarity.”

“I’m not.” Vie shook her head. “I need a little unknown. It adds spice.”

“You’re a mystery,” Inné said.

Vie stuck her tongue out at him.

As we spoke, I took a proper look at the divine of war. Inné’s ashen hair draped back into a sharp ponytail, an elegant style that matched his overall appearance, and on closer inspection I realized that each strand was as sharp as a blade. His tanned skin made me wonder which continent he was from, as it looked more like a suntan than a natural olive, and it reminded me of Wahyu’s tone, but lighter.

Technically, the divine’s chosen could come from any continent, and any type of household, but Inné was the sole exception, his lineage having inherited the role with each successful generation.

Which means he has to have a child himself, since he’s so close to ascension.

“So, we’ve talked about myself a lot, but I feel bad not asking about you. Do you have a child?”

“I do,” Inné said, his voice curt. “A son.”

Okay, cool. We’re getting somewhere.

“What’s your son’s name?” I asked.

“Inné,” Inné replied. “There is no need for another name.”

“Morbid,” Vie commented.

“Practical,” Inné countered. “I intend to live, but if I do then his name will be no issue. If I die during my ascension, then he will be Inné regardless.”

“I don’t think I could do that.” I frowned. “Doesn’t the mark only switch when you pass on? If you name your child Inné so young, then they won’t have much time to themselves.”

Inné sighed, a deep and melancholy expression of weariness that I hadn’t expected. “Indeed. That is the curse we Marked bear, but for my family it is increased tenfold. There are no doubts as to who will be the next chosen, and so my son has been raised according to his birthright since he was born five years ago.”

“Surely there’s some living allowed,” Vie objected. “What about when there’s more than one child? Or if the family branches off?”

“When the family branches off, they often find themselves at each other’s throats sooner than later. Each wants their child to inherit the power of a divine, and so they ensure that will happen by eliminating their competition.” Inné frowned. “Normally, a younger child is chosen, so many will wait until the final year to give birth, ensuring their child is a divine for as long as possible. Some have become divines the day they were born because their parents waited until the last minute to give birth, when nobody else could interfere.”

“Geez, that’s messed up.” The words escaped my lips before I could stop them.

Inné cracked a smile, his first genuine expression of the evening, and he nodded.

“It is. Though that is also why I still live, since that child was me,” he said. “Twenty-four years, and each day has been spent as a Marked one.”

“But your own child is five,” Vie pointed out. “You didn’t wait?”

“Living as a divine from birth can be taxing. I felt he deserved a better life.” Inné nodded at me. “Tell me, Andross, do you value your family as well?”

I blinked in surprise. “More than anything.”

“I’m glad, but it is also difficult. As Marked ones, our bonds to our family will inevitably lead to a clash, and yet it is still a precious thing that I can respect. That same bond is why I will survive this ascension. If you feel the same way, why don’t you feel the need to survive?”

“Ha, okay, well, maybe it’ll make more sense if I start from the beginning of my life up till now. Well, the things I’m comfortable revealing. Maybe after you hear my explanation, you’ll understand me better, and how I think.”

Inné sat back, his ashen hair stabbing into the head of the chair. “Very well,”

And so, I broke out into an explanation of my life. My new one, not my previous one.

I fudged a few details starting with how I’d woken up in a shack, and met Gold, but neglecting to mention Fue’s divine mana or that I could see elements before the First Night. I mentioned that my parents followed the old traditions, and a couple of Marked ones reacted, but I was too engrossed in my story to note which ones had.

My kidnapping alongside William. Koshima Academy. The Gesti. The Burning Lake. I went through all of it, with varying degrees of detail. Hours passed, and I had to stop several times to explain my train of thought and why I’d acted in the way I did. The concept of friends confused a few people. Mehta and Inné especially.

The Oracle of Nature now stood beside me, dirt springing across the ground with every step as he moved from his chair.

I gazed up at him with a raised eyebrow and he met my expression with a stoic gaze.

“This concept of friends is interesting,” Mehta said. “I wouldn’t say I lack them, but I don’t allow anyone to get too close. Nobody living, at least.”

“Really?” I asked.

“I spend most of my time among nature, away from human contact,” Mehta explained. “The elements are my friends.”

“Whether they’re human or not doesn’t matter,” Vie said. “Having a friend or two hundred is always good.”

“Friends are not needed among Marked ones,” Inné replied.

“Nonsense.” Vie waved her hand dismissively. “Friends are crucial to me. The more the better. How else would anyone survive the boredom?”

“Nature is exciting,” Mehta replied. “The elements know us better than we know ourselves, and I seek to know them just as well.”

“I’d say that’s the way to do it.” Vie raised her hand to give him a gentle pat. She barely reached his shoulder.

Vie was exactly my height, and while Mehta was shorter than Inné, that didn’t mean he was short in general. He wasn’t as muscular and stout as Inné, his body more on the lean side, and like Vie he bordered on skinny in terms of frame, though it was clear he got a lot of exercise.

Our conversation reached the ears of the other Marked, who turned toward us with varying degrees of attention.

Alyssa glanced at Gerial, a gesture that wasn’t lost on me. “I have friends.”

“I’ve heard that before.” Kyle snorted. “Lies.”

“Not a lie,” Gerial replied.

To Gerial’s surprise, Kyle smiled. “Andross, tell me more about why you didn’t destroy the Gesti for trying to enslave you. I would have started a war on your behalf.”

“I would have joined you in that war,” Inné said. “Regardless of our differences in position, I would not allow a young Marked to be enslaved.”

Inné’s voice was passionate, and I thought back to his son, still young and expected to inherit his father’s place after Inné’s death.

“I get it, I wouldn’t stand for any harm coming to my family either,” I said.

The divine of war paused, then nodded.

“I think he handled it the right way,” Mehta said.

“I like to think I did, too,” I said. “Kyle, I’m curious about you. What’s your goal?”

“Do I have a goal?” Kyle tilted his head. “Do I need to have a goal? I suppose there is one.” Kyle’s blood-red eyes flickered dangerously, his calm demeanor twisting into something sinister. “An age of turmoil and strife, the likes of which the world has never seen before.”

“Artus.” Alyssa’s voice boomed into my ears.

The shield around us cracked, and through its opaque walls I saw shadows scurrying with panic. Hundreds of them. Then thousands. Glowing lights flickered to life as magicians and warriors alike prepared themselves for a battle.

That’s not good.

Kyle sat back calmly. “Can’t a guy answer a question without being blasted from existence?”

“It’s not the answer so much as the person saying it,” Ength replied. “You are chaos. You are oblivion. The concepts rest upon your very soul.”

“I’m also handsome, but that concept just rests upon my face.”

Was he always this jokey? I wondered. I remembered him being a little more serious.

I watched Kyle carefully. His every expression was designed to be a façade, but it was layered with real emotions as well. That was how he maintained an illusion of realism, but it also made figuring him out difficult.

He saw my stare and waved his hand.

“I do not fault you for your answer, it was true that it was asked of you. Andross is the center of a grand change. Chaos and order would not be so strong if it was not so,” Ength continued. “It is clear that the balance is wavering.”

“I’d say that’s even more reason to have destroyed the Gesti. Human emotions are the greatest source of chaos, and their actions could have turned the whole world into a warzone.” Kyle crossed his arms, a genuine look of annoyance passing over his face.

“I disagree.”

Gerial said. My brother-in-Marks leaned forward, his eyes never leaving the divine of chaos alone.

“I spoke to Andross beforehand, and let him make his decision, but imagine his outcomes. Perhaps he could fight. Maybe the Gesti then respond by harming his family and his friends. They have the power to. What next? Maybe Andross turns into a vicious killer with no morals. Maybe he retaliates and escalates the conflict irreparably. And when he looks back, he sees that the only end for him is pain. Or maybe, just maybe, he thinks ahead, and avoids all the unnecessary trouble. I know Andross, and I know his ways. You say he is a source of chaos, but that does not mean he is the catalyst for it. Maybe those who fear him will cause it by attacking him and angering him. Their very fear of chaos creating what they wished to avoid.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not qualified to predict chaos. I can judge the Gesti. What do you say, war?” Kyle asked.

“Not acting is not weakness, sometimes it is necessary to victory,” Inné replied.

“Yeah, and nobody wants to hear about destroying entire households,” Vie said. “Kindness is the only answer needed. The wisest. And it’s the one he chose.”

“Bah,” Kyle replied.

Vie took great offense to that.

“She’s right,” I said, causing Vie to punch triumphantly in the air.

Free from outside interference, the group devolved into an argument that I would dare to call ‘human’. I sat back, chuckling at the minor insults and rushed explanations as everyone tried to get their two cents in.

For the first time today, I wasn’t the center of attention, so while they argued, I slipped out of my chair. The person beside me did the same, and we stood together at the far end of the group, near the edge of the shield that the cardinals had erected. The wall was cloudy, purposefully hiding us from the world, and the world from us, so we felt safe chatting beside it.

“You have a question for me,” Alyssa said.

“Yeah,” I replied, my tone coming out a little harsher and distant than I’d wanted.

Every time I looked into Alyssa’s golden eyes I remembered the night of my death, and the woman that had killed me.

Ciera, fifth Marked one of Fue.

The emperor had told me that Alyssa knew nothing about her predecessor, but there was a possibility that he was lying. That possibility made it hard for me to trust Alyssa implicitly.

“I have questions for you, too. This is a curious gathering,” Alyssa said. “Time is always strange around Marked ones, but now it is crying out in confusion.”

“Time magic. I never imagined it until Gerial told me. Is that what you unlocked when you were Marked?” I asked. “I know that the First Night doesn’t grant high tier skills, and manipulating time would fall under that category.”

“How could you possibly know that?” Alyssa remarked.

I shrugged. “It just seems obvious that it would be high tiered.”

“No, most Marked of Fue have the power of an aspect of creation, and time is no stranger to them. I meant the First Night. How do you know it doesn’t grant high tier skills?”

Because I remember every detail of it, and the System kept rejecting me when I wanted to learn a super cool and overpowered skill.

“Just an educated guess based on what my teachers told me at Koshima,” I lied. “I was expecting to see you there, but, well, that got interrupted.”

“Several times,” Alyssa sighed. “I was looking forward to studying, too.”

Alyssa straightened her back, and a shiver ran across my spine as she gazed at me. In front of me was the highest authority in the world. A leader of a church five times the size of my own, and who wielded powers unimaginable in scale and scope. Once, I had wondered what omnipotence would look like in human form.

Now, I knew I was looking at it dead in the eye.

This is Alyssa, Gerial’s friend, but also the Marked one of Fue. What secrets does she hold? Do I dare to even ask?

Alyssa, sensing my unease, waved her hand and the area in front of us paused. A slight shimmer was the only sign that a wall of magic had been erected. The others noticed, but none of them commented as they continued their own discussions. She lowered her head slightly, golden strands cascading over her shoulders and white robes. For a moment I saw the girl beneath the divine, but unlike the others there was no act to hide her. She and the divine were one and the same, two pieces of the whole that made up the girl in front of me.

I felt like I was in front of someone that was ancient but had never been young.

Don’t think like that. Just try to remember that she’s the same age as Gerial, I thought.

“Now then,” Alyssa said. “Let us talk without restraints.”

“Are we fully secure?” I asked.

“As well as anyone could be. We will not be heard. Nor will we be seen. To anyone outside my veil it will look like we are frozen.”

Alyssa turned her full attention toward me.

“So, Andross, Vita is not the only one who can sense excess within you. Time. More than I expect, even from a Marked one, tells a tale within you. One of pain and suffering. One of intense excitement and amusement. You’ve lived within its grasp for more than your natural lifespan, though I cannot fathom what that means.”

“I’m a very old soul at heart,” I replied. “Nothing to look too deep into.”

“That depends. Do you mean Gerial harm?” Alyssa asked.

I stared at her, and she flushed.

“Of course I don’t,” I said. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.”

“Good,” Alyssa said. “Then your secrets will remain your own unless you wish to reveal them.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Alyssa crossed her arms, her hands resting lightly as she stared at me. I quickly worked out that she wasn’t the type of person to tolerate small talk, which didn’t surprise me because her everyday life was likely filled with big decisions.

For a magician who could control time, she sure hates wasting it.

“What do you know about one of your predecessors, Ciera?” I asked.

Alyssa’s eyes widened a fraction, not in shock, but simply at the unexpected question. “The fifth Marked one of Fue?”

“Yes, that one,” I said. So, the emperor wasn’t lying about her.

“Do you know her lineage?” Alyssa probed, her posture a little more cautious now.

“She’s the emperor’s sister⁠—”

“Was.”

“—was. She was the emperor’s sister,” I corrected myself. “Is that what you meant?”

“It is.” Alyssa nodded, her eyebrows furrowing together. “That is a secret known only to the church of Fue and the Timeless Emperor.”

Oops. He didn’t mention that. I gulped.

“As for what I know of her, she wielded time, just as I do, and space. An uncommon combination, and one that has proven elusive since then. Many Marked of Fue have influence over space, and three have manipulated time, but Ciera was the only one of us granted dominion over both.”

“Do you think she could use that power to travel through time and space?” I asked. “Teleporting through time, I mean.”

And to other worlds like Earth.

Alyssa unfurled her arms and raised her right palm toward me, a drop of time held within it. “You see this, correct?”

The sole drop was similar in size to the one that Gerial had given me, but in the bottle, it was inert, and in Alyssa’s hands the drop felt like I was staring at a vortex of power that would pull the entire world inside its grasp if it got the chance.

“Of course.” I nodded.

“Hmph.” Alyssa frowned. “Then you should know how powerful it is.”

She released the drop, and beads of sweat fell from her forehead. I held my hand out to help her as she swayed on her feet, but she brushed it away.

“That was a single drop of time. Regardless of space, if I had enough time to fill up this entire area, from the edges of the Eye to the ends of the church processions, it still wouldn’t be enough to teleport to another instance of it, whether that be the past or the future. Time is not physical. Nor is it magical, not truly. Wielding the time present around me and traveling through it are not the same type of magic. They are two entirely different concepts. Otherwise, I would have used it long ago to avoid being Marked in the first place.”

The last sentence was spoken from her heart, and she looked away as she said the words. I saw a hint of sadness within her eyes, and I wondered how often she’d tried to do that exact thing.

“What if you did have space,” I asked. “And maybe the Nexus’ help?”

“It wouldn’t matter, a different magic entirely is required.” Alyssa shook her head. “Teleportation is common, and the Nexus isn’t necessary for its competition, it only makes things easier. However, teleporting over long distances doesn’t mean one can teleport through time, even when combined with time magic.”

“That’s a pity,” I sighed. “I thought a divine might be able to accomplish the impossible.”

“Fue could do it,” Alyssa interjected. “If she pleased.”

“Huh?” I stared at her.

Alyssa shook her head. “But that is a fool’s dream. Divine intervention does not occur.”

“I’d say I’m proof that it does,” I said.

In more ways than one. First, one divine gets me killed, then another interrupts the first one’s plans and screws my life up further.

Alyssa’s interest lingered on me, her emotions unreadable.

“I wanted to show you this.” I held up my hand. “To see what you thought.”

A single block of stone appeared within it, born from nothing.

“[Earth Creation].”

The words escaped Alyssa’s lips as a whisper.

“One and the same,” I replied. “Creation, I hear, is not the domain of the Crijik.”

“No, it is not.” Alyssa’s gaze turned pensive. “Do you know what you’re suggesting?”

Her tone held a hint of caution, and I shook my head. “I don’t know anything. Which is the problem. I want to know if you’d be willing to help me figure things out.”

“I might be amenable to it, but this is not the time or place” Alyssa said.

“That’s good enough for me.”

I gestured and Alyssa brought down the veil of time surrounding us. She returned to her seat, her regal demeanor never breaking, but I knew that she would remember what we had talked about. And who.

Just her knowing that I have an interest in Ciera will be enough. Mixed with her suspicions about my other life and my interest in time travel, I’m curious to see what she comes up with. I don’t think she’d react badly no matter what conclusion she reaches. Gerial trusts her, and that means something to me. Also, she seems to be a little beyond the petty squabbles and surprises of humanity.

Alyssa, Marked one of Fue.

Of all the people that called themselves Marked, she was the one I believed to be most divine.


23 A MARKER OF THINGS TO COME


Alyssa was interesting, but she was also powerful beyond measure. I didn’t want to push her. I’d only gone so far as to place the thoughts and questions in her mind because I couldn’t afford to do nothing. She had full access to the resources of the church of Fue, and their knowledge. If she found something out, then I would hear about it eventually. Hopefully.

I turned back to the table and took a seat.

“So, where are we at?” I asked.

A few of the Marked ones had switched places as Alyssa and I had chatted, drawn to those they deemed most interesting. Gerial had switched with Ength to take the seat to my right, and Alyssa took the seat next to him. Vie was still on my other side, eager to draw me into more conversations revolving around Gold and Agni, as well as my connection to mana. Inné sat beside her as he did before.

Ength and Mehta had moved to the far end of me, drawn into their own conversations about elements and runes and how they were intertwined yet separate. To my surprise, they had managed to draw Kyle into their group, his eyes glimmering with genuine interest.

“Continue with your life’s story,” Kyle shouted. “We still need to know if you survived the Burning Lake, and who this mysterious handsome devil of a senior is that’s helping you with your arena battles.”

“Fine, fine.” I held my hands up in surrender.

Dozens of conversations flourished as I weaved my life’s tale. For a few hours it felt like I was chatting with a group of regular people. About my life, about my goals, and my friends.

Most of them were total strangers, but that was the point. My Descent was an event for the world to get to know me. And now, it was.

I’d consider this to be a great success. I said.

“I’m curious about the branch,” Kyle suddenly interjected, the first time in a while he’d asked a question that hadn’t stirred an argument. “Can I see it?”

The arguments stopped and the group turned toward me, each showing more emotions than they had before. There was no anger, despite the raised voices, only comfort and relaxation. Each had let themselves go a tiny bit because they knew that it wouldn’t affect the people around them. It was an instinct born from a sense of familiarity, and nobody objected to it.

I took the branch out of my inventory, displaying it for all to see. Alyssa tilted her head, sensing the time mana I was using to keep the branch preserved.

“Hmm, I see,” Kyle murmured.

“That’s not what I expected,” Mehta agreed.

I had no idea what they were talking about. “What is it? Is this thing about to explode in my face?”

“If you play your cards right.” Kyle chuckled.

“No, see, this twig took in your mana, but also mine. Now, it didn’t actually absorb the mana so much as the elements behind them, or it would have exploded like the big tree did, but these elements were all broken down into their base attunements. I’m assuming that was a random effect of my abilities merging with yours, forcing the elements within to reveal their base properties.”

“What do you mean by my ability?” I interjected.

“Not just yours. Our abilities. You know, I’m saying there’s chaos in here,” Kyle said. “That’s why the attunements keep fluctuating.”

I grasped the branch tight and lifted it in front of me, examining each section of bark carefully. Within its depths I could see the six attunements, and that mysterious energy that had been present within it since its creation.

Now, I could tell that the energy was chaos.

“That’s a super cool ability you’ve got,” Vie added. “I’ve always wanted something similar.”

“Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied.

I put the branch down and found myself confronted with a pair of bright green eyes as Vie peered into my soul.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“You really don’t know?” Vie tilted her head. “Huh.”

“Not knowing things is the story of my life, but I’m working on it.” I shook my head. “What don’t I know?”

“Every Marked has an affinity to a concept, one that transcends the elements and training,” Kyle said. “Me and chaos. Alyssa and time. Mehta and nature. Vie and life. Inné and being grouchy. Have you never considered that you might have one as well? You know about Alyssa’s control of time, and Gerial’s ability to be invisible.”

“Not really. I did notice you guys can do things I can’t. Gerial told me that his invisibility wasn’t from the First Night, and I know—uh, I’m guessing—that higher tiered magic can’t be obtained from it, which I assume includes time manipulation,” I admitted. “But I never thought about why you could do these things. I just figured you were all born with them.”

“We were,” Vie said. “And so were you.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

This was new information to me. I’d assumed I had none because I wasn’t born a Marked one. I was made into one after gaining the Crijik’s attention. Also, I’d been in the Eye for months now, and one of the cardinals or priests would have mentioned it to me.

Then again, the church has largely been separate from me. Mostly because I tried to avoid them as much as possible. Even now, I don’t interact with its members as much as Gerial does.

“Nobody else can sense it, but we’re not simple cardinals and guards. We’re your fellow Marked. Your connection had been clear to us from the beginning,” Kyle said, his words mimicking my thoughts almost exactly. “It’s all over your story. In every aspect of it from your birth to the Descent. You’ve been using it with us, too, so much so that I assumed you were just showing off.”

“You can see runes,” Ength said.

“You can see nature,” Mehta added.

“You can see mana, and sense life,” Vie noted.

“You saw through that monster’s illusions when nobody else could,” Inné replied.

“Chaos and time are normally hidden to all but Artus and Fue.” Alyssa’s golden eyes rested on me. “None of those hold anything in common. Save for the fact that you can see them. Even when Gerial handed you my gift, you could see the time within it. Ordinary people cannot, Gerial trusted me that it was there. Your friends trusted your confirmation.”

“Holy Fue.” I smacked my forehead.

Alyssa smiled. “Yes, that’s me.”

“I— Right.” I ignored Alyssa’s giggle. “This is all starting to make sense now.”

I felt Gerial shift at my right side, and I looked at him while tapping my chin pensively.

“Did you know?” I asked.

“Not really. You could see me while I was invisible. Nobody else has ever been able to do that,” he shrugged. “I thought that was because we were connected by our Marks. But now that it’s pointed out, it’s kind of obvious.”

That’s what I thought, too.

“One has the ability to be unseen. The other has the power to see,” Inné grunted. “You complement each other.”

“Which brings us back to the branch.” Kyle reached out, and I handed it to him without objection. “This has chaos in it. Sure. And attunements. But if you add seeing into the mix, we get a better picture of why the branch turned out this way.”

The Marked ones leaned in, each waiting to hear his explanation, and I smiled as Kyle savored the moment. None of the people were cautious against him or threatening to kill him. They had accepted him, temporarily, as a true guest.

He held the branch up for all to see. “Your ability to see forced the elements to reveal their deepest selves, the attunements. I’ll be honest, I call it an ability because I don’t know what it is. Chaos is energy. Power. But seeing doesn’t quite strike me as being the same.”

“It really doesn’t,” I agreed.

“Nevertheless, it forced these elements into their base components. Which could only happen because chaos was already making their forms malleable. So, you can learn one of the attunements, but more importantly, you can probably learn to discern your own type of magic from others and learn to control it.”

“Then you’d be able to see more attunements than just the ones in the branch.” Vie nodded, her arms crossing as she eyed the branch carefully. “An object created from the powers of two divines and held in place by the magic of another.”

There was a murmur among the Marked as they gazed upon the branch. Kyle swished it experimentally in the air and for a moment I was worried he would break it, but then he handed it back to me and flicked one of the blue flames that took the place of its leaves.

We fell into a lull at that moment, each of us for different reasons. I was busy contemplating this revelation. It made sense, but at the same time it was hard to swallow.

It was too sudden. Too immediate.

And yet when I went back over the course of my life. It was always there.

There were too many things I had taken for granted, and simply rolled on with as though they were natural. Oubliez. Gerial’s invisibility. All forms of mana.

Amanda commented on that since I could see fire mana without an attunement when she first met me. Her dad mentioned it too back then. And her grandfather today.

“I have a lot to think about,” I said.

Several nods accompanied my words and I put the branch back in my inventory. Conversation started up again, but it was less frequent this time, and soon a content silence spread out among us.

“We should end this soon,” I said.

Nobody objected. Slowly, ever so slowly, we had run out of things to say to each other. At least in public. I could tell that should any of us ever meet in private, there would be much, much more to speak about. Not all of it would be politics, either.

Sometimes, a Marked one just wanted a friend.

We’re divine, but we’re also tired. I don’t know about them, but every second I spend here is weighing on my soul, I thought. No matter how hard we try to ignore it, the world is watching us.

Each and every sentence and movement we made was ordinary, yet we all knew they would have extraordinary effects on the world around us. Our friendships could birth alliances between superpowers, and our rivalries could cause feuds that led to hundreds of thousands of deaths.

A single grasp of his sword might make Inné’s church fly to war.

If Vie coughed, humanity would worry that life was frail, and fall into panic.

Mehta’s use of flames might cause thousands of attune to fire over other elements.

Alyssa’s frown might cause the world to reject the church of the Marked she was displeased with.

Kyle’s presence was probably already causing nations to tremble as they considered the implications of his arrival.

The fact that all had gone well so far was nothing short of a miracle, and I knew that the cause was the fact that each Marked one was willing to put aside their divinity and speak as a normal human being.

The mana flickered around me, once again emitting a loud cacophony of sounds, and I felt the elements respond in turn. I held my hand out and touched the shield that surrounded us, and it fell, revealing us fully to the world.

Under the gazes of the powers that governed Ioa, we once again put on our masks of divinity.

As one, we all stood up.

Alyssa held her hand up, taking control of the conversation.

“We all acknowledge you as one of us,” Alyssa said. “Do we not?”

Her voice echoed across the platform, heard by all. It was magic similar to the one used on me, and I saw a sprinkle of golden mana trickle away from Gerial. He was using his wind magic to amplify our voices.

“I do, and I’m happy about it,” Vie said from my left, shoving my shoulder playfully. “I had fun talking. Thanks for that.”

“I have no objections,” Inné said.

“Agreed,” Mehta said.

Ength nodded beside him.

“You are a Marked one, regardless of what anyone declares.” Kyle smirked.

Even the most stubborn knew that they were bearing witness to a momentous occasion. Some would still have doubts deep in their hearts, and others would lament the changes I represented, but none of it mattered. Their Marked ones had declared their acceptance of me, and their word was law.

Nobody knew what changes the world would face as a result.

“Then, let us convene.”

I made the final decision.

“The Descent is complete.”


24 UNEXPECTED VISITORS ARE GREAT. NO, I’M NOT JUST SAYING THAT BECAUSE THIS ONE HAS A GUN


Irested upon a boulder of stone as dirt rose and fell around me, flowing into different shapes and flying across the air. Their presence brought comfort to me, and their calm soothed my unease. Vibrant brown and gray tones filled my vision as I looked around. The earth cultivation room within the Eye was filled with boulders each emitting countless motes of earth mana into the air. The walls were caked in gemstones and using my [Mana Sense] I could feel earth crystals embedded within the ground, identical to the ones I’d seen in the Burning Lake.

The Descent had ended, a full day passing without issue, but now that the world had returned to normal, I couldn’t help but feel that something was different.

It’s probably him.

A young man with eyes of green and blue sat a few meters in front of me, his eyes closed as he enjoyed basking in the gentle tones of nature around us, but I found myself no less unnerved by his presence when he was silent.

That was because my guest wasn’t a normal person.

He was a Marked one.

Mehta.

The divine of nature, also known as the Oracle of Nature.

A living divine and enigmatic leader of a world-spanning church. What is he thinking? I wondered. Just by hosting him I could be getting dragged into something huge without even knowing.

I had no idea what Mehta’s intentions were. He was the only Marked one to stay behind in the Eye after the Descent. He had been engaging in silent meditation ever since he’d sat down. Which was right after we’d reached the room. That entire walk had been a tense affair. I had no idea what the Marked one was thinking.

Right now, it looked suspiciously like he was sleeping.

Could he be asleep? No. He’s definitely meditating.

If it wasn’t for the effect he had on the environment, I would have been fooled into thinking that Mehta was asleep. Fire, water, earth, and wind all gathered around my divine guest, each swaying gently around him as they joined him in meditation.

I could feel the Marked one’s impact on the mana around us. His very presence brought harmony to the cultivation room, each element within jumping at his beck and call. Only my presence stopped them from gathering around him. They looked at me and then at Mehta, confusion glimmering within them, and in the end, they decided to surround both of us, blissfully dancing in the air around the two they considered to be their closest friends.

If he’s not faking being that deep in meditation, then he probably can’t hear or sense a single thing around him.

I didn’t know why he was here, or even what kind of person he was, but it seemed that the Oracle of Nature was enjoying his time. So, I decided to avoid bothering him. For now.

I need to take a step back as well, I thought. There’s a lot to unpack about today.

A blue box at the edge of my vision poked at me.

“Okay, okay, I’ll check you now,” I chided.

At least seeing my notifications will give me something to do while I wait for my guest to wake up.

The moment I spoke to the System, dozens of more blue boxes appeared. All of them vied for my attention, each one claiming to be more urgent than the last. With a glimmer of interest, I tapped one, allowing my worry to fade as the contents drew my attention away from Mehta’s presence.

Of course it’s you.

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 13.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 14.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 15.]

…

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 16.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 17.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III) has reached level 18.]

This is an incredible increase. I stared at the messages. No. It’s more than incredible. This is equal to several months of activating the Mark.

I shut my eyes tight, ignoring the other blue boxes, and activated [Meditation], focusing on drawing my consciousness into myself. Once, it was a difficult process, now, it happened within seconds. Within the dark domain of my mind, I could see myself floating in the air, older and like I’d looked back on Earth.

My four attunements rested above me, pulsating with power as they greeted me fondly. I acknowledged them with a smile, and moved deeper into my being, past the river of thoughts and emotions that composed my physical body, and into the swamp of power that rested deep within my heart.

Within that swamp lay my Mark, an eldritch swirl of purple lines barely visible even to me. It pushed against me as I drew nearer, but this time I didn’t force myself further. Instead, I examined it, and noted its growth.

Physically, it was the same as always, but the pressure it emitted was stronger, more forceful.

Did meeting with the other Marked ones trigger its growth? That’s the only thing I can think of. Eight Marked, all together and unsure of whether they would fight or make peace. Our very existence causes our Marks to grow and expand.

I blinked, glancing at Mehta and cutting off my internal review.

A new blue box greeted me. It was brand new compared to the others.

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 2.]

Not bad, I thought.

The other blue boxes were just as rewarding. Though the first few caused me to blush.

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 5.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 6.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 7.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 8.]

…

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 14.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 15.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 16.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 17.]

Okay, so clearly, I spent too much time wondering if the most powerful people in the world were going to kill me on the spot.

It was probably a good thing that [Fear Tolerance] had leveled, and not [Pain Tolerance]. That would have been a completely different scenario. In hindsight, the skill had passively helped me a lot during my introductions.

But…did there have to be so many levels? I thought I played it pretty cool. I sighed.

[Earth Creation (VI) has reached level 6.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 4.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 5.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 5.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 6.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 7.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 4.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 5.]

…

[Water Manipulation has reached level 8.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 9.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 2.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 3.]

…

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 5.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 6.]

All of my elemental skills had seen nice boosts, either from the Descent itself or the training I’d done leading up to it. I couldn’t help but smile as my progress grew. My nearly endless manapool was almost depleted during the Descent, but for ordinary element training it was an advantage greater than any other.

Indra would explode if he knew how fast I was progressing.

Of course, Roxxy and Amanda had been a huge help. William and Gerial, too, with their willingness to spar and strategize. Well, William had been willing to spar. I had a feeling Gerial was getting himself ready for a showdown. He’d looked more excited recently while watching my practice sessions.

When I closed those boxes a flood of mana-related levels smacked my vision until I was blind, causing my eyes to widen.

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 6.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 8.]

…

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 19.]

[Mana Manipulation (IV) has reached level 20.]

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 6.]

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 8.]

…

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 19.]

[Mana Sense (IV) has reached level 20.]

[Mana Manipulation has reached rank 5.]

[Mana Sense has reached rank 5.]

I did it!

Once, long ago, I’d celebrated when I’d reached rank 5 in [Earth Manipulation] and [Earth Creation]. That was because reaching rank 5 in both skills meant that I could finally attempt attuning to metal. They were gateway ranks that led to paths of higher power.

Which meant that I might discover something new now that I’d hit rank 5 in these two skills.

What comes after [Mana Manipulation] and [Mana Sense]? I’ll have to ask Gerial.

Those two skills were the initial mana related skills I’d received when learning alongside Indra in the Zodiac cultivation rooms. They had connected me intrinsically to magic and allowed me to move away from the System and into an intuitive path that connected me directly to magic. Whatever was in store for me next, I looked forward to it.

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 4.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 5.]

…

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 8.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 5.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 6.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 8.]

…

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 19.]

[Mana Sanctuary (II) has reached level 20.]

[Mana Sanctuary has reached rank 3.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 2.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 3.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 4.]

…

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 8.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 9.]

I barely avoided coughing furiously in shock as I saw the gains of my [Mana Sanctuary] skill.

This is the result of using the ability to defend against the Marked ones themselves, as well as the entire world. Divine repelled divine. Elements clashed against elements. And above all, I was protected.

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 9.]

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 10.]

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 11.]

…

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 19.]

[Mana Communication (I) has reached level 20.]

[Mana Communication has reached rank 2.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 2.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 3.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 4.]

…

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 11.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 12.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 13.]

This gain wasn’t as surprising. I’d sensed the mana clearly during the Descent and while communicating with it I could hear my interpretation of their thoughts and intents growing in clarity as the day passed by. It wasn’t just the thoughts of the people using the mana, but the ability to understand the mana itself that was incomparable from one hour to the next, let alone from the end of the day to the beginning of it.

I didn’t let that fool me into thinking I could understand mana entirely. Most mana was free flowing, and had little incentive to hide thoughts, but that didn’t mean they were childish. Each mote of mana hid secrets I couldn’t fathom within their lights.

[Mana Affinity has reached level 2.]

[Mana Affinity has reached level 3.]

[Mana Affinity has reached level 4.]

Not the biggest increase, but more than I’ve ever had before. However, I can’t let myself be fooled by the System’s categories. These three levels trump all the others I’ve gained today.

[Mana Affinity] was the main skill of my class. The most important one. And now it had finally leveled several times after being stuck at level one.

Unlike my other skills, [Mana Affinity] wasn’t an ability I could train. It relied on mana accepting me for who I was, and as they grew more comfortable with my existence, so too would they allow me to benefit from their guidance and grow closer to me. I wasn’t sure how much benefit each level provided, but I could guess.

If it was a direct one-to-one ratio, well, it would be possible for me to attune to new elements four times as quickly as before. Not only that, but my mana’s responsiveness would also increase several times over.

Of course, it might not be that quick. Maybe.

The truth was that I wasn’t sure. I flexed my mana experimentally, and a wave of earth rose at my request. It was instantaneous, but far smoother than before.

On instinct, I tried the same with water.

A wave of liquid left my inventory, followed by a plume of fire. Both interlocked in a spiral in front of me, and then a pillar of stone joined them. Juggling each with ease I felt my mind strain, but not falter.

Earth. Fire. Water.

The three elements were working together in harmony.

Despite our closeness, each type of mana had resisted my efforts before, only allowing me to control one of them at a time. Through divine mana I could split that focus and use two elemental manas at once. But that was a forceful method, and I knew the mana didn’t appreciate it.

Now, I could control all three of my basic elements with ease at the same time. The lack of resistance wasn’t a result of skill, it was a result of trust. These three elements didn’t cooperate, nor did they enjoy cooperating, but they were willing to do so because they trusted me.

The Marked ones weren’t the only ones watching me. Mana of all types and all strengths was in my presence, communicating with me and testing me. Now, they have accepted me.

“Status screen,” I said.

Name: Andross Silver

Class: Second Chance

Level: 1

Health: 100/100

Mana: 38,748/38,748

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 83

Wisdom: 11

Stamina: 8

Dexterity: 14

Available stats:

Class: 10% to any stat (Intelligence)

Free stats: 10 (unassigned).

Skill list:

* Earth Creation (VI): Level 6

* Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 5

* Earthen Spear (II): Level 9

* Stone Grasp (II): Level 6

* Metal Manipulation (II): Level 7

* Water Manipulation: Level 9

* Fire Manipulation: Level 6

* Meditation (VI): Level 2

* Fear Tolerance (II): Level 17

* Pain Tolerance(V): Level 6

* Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

* Mana Manipulation (V): Level 1

* Mana Sense (V): Level 5

* Mana Affinity: Level 4

* Mana Vitality (II): Level 8

* Mana Sanctuary (III): Level 9

* Mana Communication (II): Level 13

* Spirit Communication (II): Level 7

* Symbol Inscription (II): Level 3

* Celestial Convergence: Level 1

* Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 18

Change: [Mana: 38,748 -> 38,803]

Fifty-five mana added now. So, the 10% boost applies permanently to the set fifty mana I gain per mark usage.

“Not bad,” I remarked.

The elements around me flickered teasingly, sensing the happiness and joy radiating from within my body. I didn’t try to hide my emotions from them, trusting them to keep them secret from the outside world.

I had also been given several gifts as part of the Descent. In fact, there were too many gifts to count. However, most of them had been given to the church itself, such as resources, gold, animals, and even some land. For obvious reasons, the priests, bishops, archbishops, and cardinals didn’t give me gifts either since the Descent was usually for the church to receive gifts.

Amanda, William, and Roxxy hadn’t needed to give me gifts. In fact, I didn’t want them to. I already asked for a lot from William, and Roxxy was helping me throughout the descent with her knowledge. Amanda had given me a lot of fire beads.

However, a few people had given me personal gifts, and so I’d made a list of them to reciprocate later.

Dad & mum: A new texting regent (same model as the old one, but faster!).

Master Wilhelm: Giving me a silver mountain? Is that even a thing? He sounded like he was serious.

Principal: A promise of personal tutelage in the art of fire manipulation when he visits the Eye.

Mr. Black: Textbook: A Study on Spirits.

Tago of the Earth: Skill book: [Advanced Golem Creation].

Tago of Metal: Skill book: [Metal Shaping].

To my delight there had been a lot of skill books among the gifts. The church was grand, and ancient, but there were rare skills that they didn’t have in their libraries.

Mr. Black’s A Study on Spirits was unique, and Tago of the Earth’s [Advanced Golem Creation] was a skill I’d been wanting to learn since I’d first started taking classes at Koshima.

I continued my list, taking each item out of my inventory as I did so.

Cresp Shermaine: A fish that sings nice melodies (it looks alive).

The Empire: The gift of knowledge.

Brulante Mitra: A large—very large—fire bead. It’s blue instead of the usual red.

The Mitra patriarch’s fire bead rolled in my palm, the power of an exceptional fire magician contained within it. Not a single mote of fire mana escaped its surface.

The Vera: A discussion on the secrets of their class selection process, and further information on their divine aspects, which can be done at any time in their capital city.

The Halcyon: An offer of any of their cultivation plants for a mid-ranked element personally chosen from their capital’s cultivation room.

The Unmari: An offer to give me one of their symbol tattoos, which has to be done in their capital city.

Gesti Lien: The gift of freeing Gesti Bob and little Bob from their service.

I stopped, pausing at the words I’d written. All of the immortal family’s except for the Gesti had offered me a gift that I’d need to collect at their locations. Which meant they were forcing me to make the same choice I had at the Descent and choosing one of them to visit first. Doing so would increase their social standing, and it would also create opportunities for them to get to know me better and establish relations with me. In other words, it was a gift for themselves as much as it was for me.

William and Roxxy had told me to expect a lot of that.

Most of the other gifts were similar in nature. Every single faction I’d talked to had invited me to visit them and all of them had professed some interest in my interests, even if it was clear that they didn’t really care.

Meanwhile, the Gesti cut off the sole connection they had to me. Not out of spite, but out of fear that it would anger me.

Bob and little Bob had been freed.

I didn’t know what that meant. Was Gesti Bob poor now? Was he a full member of the family? Did golems have a need for family?

“Does he even have anywhere to go, or anything to do?” I asked myself.

The two golems had little more to do than to complete their painting, but that was also because it was the only thing their family would let them do. The adult Bob still had the memories of his original person, and I assumed that person would have other things they wanted to do. Little Bob was quieter, but children still had interests and hobbies beyond drawing.

I also wasn’t sure if the golems could grow as individuals, creating new interests from new experiences. Gesti Bob had hinted that he couldn’t in our previous conversations, but I wasn’t so pessimistic.

“It’s a mystery.” I shook my head. “I’ll have to pay the two a visit sometime. Or even invite them to the Eye.”

The Marked ones had no need to give gifts, so they hadn’t.

It wasn’t a slight against me, more so that they couldn’t think of anything that I would need. In a way, accepting my status was their gift, ensuring my survival and solidifying my claim of leadership over an entire church. Furthermore, surviving the ascension was the end goal, but they had nothing to gift me that could help me with that. After all, if they had something like that, then they would have used it themselves.

That was before I’d gotten to know them. Now, if they ever saw me again, they would bring proper gifts for Andross Silver, not the Marked one of the Crijik.

“A fine litany of gifts for a Marked one, but not for a magician,” a voice said. “Especially not one with a powerful connection to the elements.”

Mehta had woken up.

I raised my eyes toward my guest. “Oh?”

His gaze rested upon the spiral of flames, water, and earth, a small glimmer of approval dancing in his eyes.

He likes my connection with the elements.

Mehta raised his palm toward the pillar, and the elements swept over his fingers, not harming them as they greeted his kindness with their own.

“I’m not sure it’s my connection to the elements you’re seeing,” I said. “So much as it is my connection to magic.”

“Ah, yes, magic and elements, so intrinsically linked, yet strangely distant.” Mehta’s head tilted, his light green hair waving softly to the side.

“You know, I think I understand that in my heart, but I’ve never been quite clear on the reason,” I said.

Mehta glanced at me, and I gave him the equivalent of this world’s thumbs up. I was speaking to the world’s foremost expert in nature and the elements, and I wasn’t going to give up this chance to do some learning.

Why not get a little knowledge while I could?

“Elements are indivisible, each one an inherent foundation of nature. There are no parts. No sections. Nature is nature, indivisible from itself. Magic, however, is very divisible. It places elements into tiers and divides those tiers into spells.

You have no doubt heard of the eight basic elements. Earth, wind, fire, water, sound, connection, lightning, and life.”

“Right, I remember them clearly, though sometimes I forget all eight if asked on the spot.” I nodded. Years ago, when I’d visited Zodiac for the first time, I’d seen they had eight spires focused on the basic elements. However, their earth spire had been a nature spire instead, which had always confused me.

In hindsight, that nature spire was likely built based on their beliefs about magic and the elements, which differed from my understanding, and Mehta’s.

If I told them what he was telling me, would they tear down and rebuild the entire tower? Almost definitely.

“Those may be tiers of magic, but only five are elements of nature. Sound, connection, and life all belong to different domains and are overseen by other forces. Whether that is good or bad is a moot point, all that I wish to point out is that they are different, and so magic and elements are different. One can control the other, but that does not mean they are one and the same.”

Mehta stood up, and the earth around us stood up with him. Unlike me, he didn’t drape himself in the element, it followed him instinctively.

Through my senses I could see the mana’s confusion. It hadn’t commanded the earth. Nor had it moved with it. Instead, the earth couldn’t tell the difference between where itself and Mehta, and so it moved when he moved, thinking that he was it.

This is a strange sensation. Magic and elements. Separate. And yet I can’t tell the difference between them. I raked a hand through my hair, I thought I had seen everything that could surprise me, then a simple movement makes me rethink all my teachings.

“I’m jealous.”

The words escaped my mouth before I could stop them, and Mehta’s lips tugged at their edges, the beginning of the faintest hint of a smile.

“Then I am proud, for you have not forsaken nature for magic, and intend to learn both,” Mehta said.

“I want to,” I agreed. Then the faint sound of flapping wings hit my ears. “Oh, wait, let me introduce you to someone.”

A shadow fell over me as a figure darted through the window and I raised my arm to accept Gold’s talons as they perched onto it. All fourteen of them dug gently into my skin, not breaking through my robes, and two beady eyes peered at Mehta curiously as Gold scrutinized the intruder that had taken up all my time.

Andross play less. Andross busy. Who guest?

“Gold, meet Mehta, the Oracle of Nature,” I said. “Mehta, allow me to introduce Gold.”

“The spirit from the Descent.” Mehta’s gaze softened. “I am honored to be in your presence.”

Gold bowed deeply, much to my astonishment, and then perked up, chirping away happily.

Greetings.

“First Gerial and now Mehta. Why does everyone I know treat the other Marked ones better than me,” I muttered under my breath. Then I chuckled.

Amanda would have a field day if she could hear my thoughts. Getting to meet a single Marked one was the highlight of a noble family’s career. Having a conversation with them was a distant dream.

Now, one wanted to greet me personally, and I had the gall to say that he was being treated too nicely. It was a strange thought, and one that probably didn’t belong in a Marked one’s mind.

“Gold may come as well,” Mehta said.

“Come?” I asked. “Where are we going?”

I stood up to my full height, though I found it lacking. A few more uses of my mark would bring me to the peak of my physique, but Mehta was the second oldest Marked at twenty-one years of age and had hit his full height years ago.

“Outside. The Eye is filled with the elements, but it is not nature itself. There is more to the world than the confines of a wall, and I refuse to stay within one for much longer,” Mehta said, his words not a command, but certain in their resolution.

“I do feel like going on a stroll.” I nodded.

As I stepped forward, I felt the mana inside the room move with me. Mehta commanded nature, but his techniques left a hole in the manipulation of mana that I was filling.

I noticed the same thing with Ength. She had divine mana, but she uses symbols instead of magic. Each Marked one has developed a style, and not all follow the path that I do. In fact, most likely don’t.

There was silence as we moved across the room to the same window that Gold had flown in from. Stones gathered at our feet as we stepped up to it, and then shifted in front of us to provide footholds into the space beyond.

With the time provided I examined my fellow Marked one. Mehta was the kind of person who did what he wanted not because he was spoiled, but because he had worked out what he enjoyed doing and didn’t want to waste time.

He was also incredibly well built.

It came as a surprise to me that his body was more like William’s than my own. His muscles were lean, clearly showing years of use. Unlike William, I suspected that Mehta’s figure was natural.

I took a single look at his forearms and frowned. They were well-defined, but a little too well-defined for it to be a byproduct of whatever exercise he normally did. That gave me an idea, and a quick glance at his hands confirmed my suspicions.

“Do you spend a lot of time climbing?” I asked.

Mehta paused, the first sign of confusion I’d seen since I’d met him. “I do. How did you know?”

“I’m somewhat of a climber myself,” I replied.

That’s true in this world as much as it is in my old one, I thought with a smile.

“Really?” A tendril of water floated across Mehta’s head, tilting toward me and vibrating with curiosity. “What have you climbed?”

“Mostly my own creations,” I joked. “But also a few walls designed for climbing.”

“Walls? I imagine you conjure stones as handholds,” Mehta said.

“No magic involved. They put their own types of rocks with different surfaces into the wall, forming paths, and you use your physical attributes to climb it. But they don’t tell you what the path is beforehand. You have to work it out yourself. Think of it like a puzzle.”

My life back on Earth had been simple, and one of the hobbies I’d pursued on and off over the years was bouldering, which was like rock climbing but not exactly the same. I couldn’t stand rock climbing. Heights terrified me.

I looked down beneath the stone platform that carried me. Each new step brought forth another, and a path was slowly forming over the sky. I could have moved the old platforms instead of creating new ones, but with each use of [Earth Creation] I felt like I was getting closer to figuring out the purpose Fue had set for me.

There was a vast expanse below us, thousands of miles of distance threatening me with their emptiness. A single misstep would send me plummeting to my death. Back on Earth I probably would have had a heart attack at the sight.

Except now, I didn’t feel a single tinge of fear.

“That sounds fascinating,” Mehta said. “You must show me one day.”

“I can show you now,” I said, raising my hands and preparing to conjure a wall.

“Perhaps when we reach our destination.” Mehta tapped the air, and the wind shifted, blowing gentler around me. There was a whisper on its lips as it communicated to the Marked one. “We may have to speed up a bit.”

Once again, I can’t see the wind or hear its words. Why?

Then Mehta’s words registered.

“Speed up?” I asked.

Instead of replying, Mehta raised his hands and the stones underneath him shot forward, their speed incomparable to the slow and methodical movements of before. Then, he stopped, pausing as he realized I wasn’t following him.

Mehta looked over his shoulder and met my gaze with a raised eyebrow.

“Okay, if that’s how you want to play this, I’ll bite.”

I cracked my knuckles, focusing my attention on the mana within the stones around me. I would be trusting them with my life, but that was no longer the strange feeling it had once been. Two stones appeared in my hands, and four on my back, each vibrating with excitement as they prepared their individual roles. I’d use the ones in my hands as handholds, and the rocks on my back as stabilizers.

A flick of my hand was the signal to go. Like comets soaring through the sky, the stones rocketed forward, each one maintaining perfect balance and harmony as they did so.

Gold’s elegant chirp hit my ear as we rushed forward.

Weeeeeeeee.

“You read my mind, buddy,” I said.

Mehta turned back to face forward, and I saw the corners of his cheeks moving. Was that a smile I saw?

It was impossible to tell while I was behind him, so I’d just have to get in front of him.

The moons of Ioa hovered above us, accompanied by the gentle stars of the night sky. I’d slept away after the Descent had ended, which meant I’d missed the sun entirely. Right now, I didn’t mind that one bit. This was a view the likes of which I’d never be able to see back on Earth.

There was no Descent out here. No factions waiting to use me. Or immortal households wanting to placate me.

No responsibilities held me back. Or guided my actions.

I was free.

“This is fun,” I said.

Gold chirped in agreement, his wings raised as he allowed the wind to caress his purple feathers.

Underneath us the lights of the city of Death illuminated the sky. People gathered together in groups, watching Mehta and I as we raced across the sky. We were quickly leaving them behind, but I knew we would be on their minds for a good long time. Despite my casual attitude I had no doubt that the entirety of the churches of the Crijik and Mehta were in a frenzy of panic

“Mehta and the Crijik, together in one place.” I sped up a little. “I’m sure they’re making all sorts of wild assumptions.”

Doesn’t matter. Gold chirped. Having fun.

I shook my head and wiped my worries away. “Ha, you’re right.”

If they thought that we were conspiring on a deep and intricate plan for the world then they were sorely mistaken. Not even I knew why Mehta had stayed behind. Nor did I know where he was taking me.

Why did you come here? I wondered.

The divine of nature didn’t reply, but I could see him slowly falling behind in our little race.

I raised my hands out, ready to fly past him, when the sound of gushing water filled my ears, and the wind picked up around me. In front of my eyes a river had appeared in the sky, and Mehta hopped off his stone and onto the stream, his bare feet sliding over the surface of the water as it raged and churned forward.

“Cheater!” I called out.

“Nature does not cheat, it only moves forward,” Mehta replied, his calm voice hitting my ears as though the wind didn’t exist.

Two can play at that game.

I brought out a stream of my own from my inventory, the water rushing forth as though it had been waiting for this moment all of its life. With a steady hop I fell from the stones onto the water, sinking slightly, then adjusting in much the same way that Mehta had.

My stream coiled around his, forcing his river to move aside in response, and slowing it down. I moved with the stream as it passed over my opponent, smiling down at the divine of nature with the pettiest look of triumph I could give. Beside me, Gold complimented the look by raising his wings and jutting his chest out proudly, displaying his magnificence for all to see.

Already, we were moving faster than I’d ever dared go before. Behind us, the city of Death had long disappeared, and the Eye was a distant dot.

I’ve never pushed myself to my limits like this. No, I’ve never had someone who could push me to reach these limits. Not in this way. Not with the elements I’ve befriended.

“Look at that,” I said. “I’m moving forward.”

“A valiant effort.” Mehta’s river jolted. “But futile.”

The Marked one raised his hand, and the wind picked up, but only around him. His waters flowed smoothly, and with the wind as a sail Mehta burst ahead of me. A torrent of competitive spirit was coursing through me, and I focused on my options, trying to figure out if I had any way to surpass him.

A single solution came to mind.

I might not be able to manipulate wind, but that doesn’t mean I can’t push it forward. Mehta, you’re not the only one who can use three elements.

“[Fire Manipulation],” I said.

Mehta glanced at me curiously. Then his eyes widened as several red beads ejected themselves from my inventory. Half of the beads Amanda had given me up to this point were surrounding me, each buzzing with condensed fire mana.

I gestured and they exploded.

This was going to be one hell of a ride.
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Flames whirled throughout my vision, my hands waving them into a cyclone around me. The flames shut tight behind me, encasing myself and my river. Their heat didn’t affect me or Gold, but the air within the space quickly grew hotter. It tried to escape, rising toward the only exit it could find, the sky.

A small puff of pressure hit my chest as the air around me grew thinner, but it was instantly replaced with yet more air rushing to fill the vacuum that had been created. The wind met in the middle and clashed, pushing me further as it raced to reach the sky.

Within the tornado of fire and water I rocketed forward, ensuring it kept up with me. In moments I had passed Mehta, the result a resounding success.

“Magic?” Mehta asked, his voice breaking through my elemental vortex.

“Not magic,” I shouted. “Nature.”

This wouldn’t have been possible without magic affinity. I smiled. Thank you, mana.

My thoughts resonated with the magic around me, and it sped up slightly, giving me a helping hand as a friend. Gold chirped with joy beside me, water and flames washing over his feathers playfully, and I laughed alongside him, reveling in the moment.

With each passing moment Mehta and I remained neck and neck in battle, neither of us gaining ground before the other took it. As equals, we pushed ourselves to our limits, forcing the other to improve in order to gain a momentary advantage. I’d long lost track of how fast we were going, or how many towns we had passed. Grassy plains and roads shifted into lakes and bridges, and then transformed into forests and mountains.

I could see people looking up at us and I wondered what they thought as they saw a gushing lake and a tornado of flames and water blazing through the sky in fierce competition.

[Mana: 26,000/38,803.]

A blue box appeared in front of me. I’d set up my System so that it would alert me every time I was down by a third of my mana. Manipulating the elements around me was a herculean task, and now that I was working with three at the same time, I was draining mana like a sieve.

Also, I wanted to make a good impression, so I’d used more flames and water to create my tornado than was strictly necessary.

“We’re here.”

Mehta’s voice was deadly serious, and his sudden shift in tone caused me to pause. I looked over to him, but his eyes were locked onto something below us.

With a wave of my hand, I dismissed the majority of the water and flames back into my inventory, and at the same time my [Heart-Silver] spear emerged, hovering around me protectively. I looked down to see a patch of empty plain in the middle of a heavily forested mountain range, which Mehta was walking directly into. It was filled with grass, and little black dots that intertwined with them.

He touched down with a simple footfall, his presence resonating with the earth the moment he made contact.

Gold and I soon followed. When the grass pressed underneath the soles of my shoes, I saw that the black dots among the grass were actually twisted thorns. They gave way just as easily, allowing my passage onto their territory.

“Valias, the southern continent.” Mehta’s intense gaze swept over the surroundings. “I have not been here in a while.”

“We made it all the way to Valias?” I blinked in surprise.

It was further than I’d thought we’d gone, but also not beyond reason. The Eye wasn’t part of the southern continent, Cresta, where I’d lived for years. It was stationed on the west side of the central continent, Joie, slightly closer in distance to Valias than it was to the southern continent.

Normally, this was a trip that would have taken days unless a portal was used. For us, it had taken mere hours.

All the beauty was mired by black thorns that covered everything. They scurried along the grass and warped around the trees. Wherever they touched the light of nature dimmed, absorbed by that which was part of it. I tried to find an area without thorns, but more seemed to spring up across my vision as I looked.

I’ve never seen these before, I thought.

“Which country are we in?” I asked. Truthfully, it didn’t matter, but I eventually wanted to see more of the world, and I could cross this one off my list.

“Amnipedes, the desert country,” Mehta replied.

I looked around with a raised eyebrow. Trees littered my vision as far as I could see, and I’d spotted plenty of grassy plains beyond them.

Gold chirped my thoughts.

Bad name. Where desert?

“There was a desert here, once,” Mehta said. “Before the great change of Amnipedes.”

“What happened to it?” I asked.

“I did.”

His delivery sent a chill down my spine. Mehta’s words weren’t a boast, or a dismissal, they were simply a fact. For a moment, I caught a glimpse of the divine behind the human.

One person alone had changed an entire country.

Wait, he could understand Gold the whole time? I blinked in surprise. It should have been obvious from their mutual greeting, but sometimes people simply read Gold’s gestures to understand him. Mehta had answered a direct question.

“If you already filled it with nature, then why are we here?” I asked.

Mehta’s hands fell behind his back, and he closed his eyes. “Listen.”

Listen. Gold chirped.

The puffer had tensed, and surprise crossed through me as my cavalier companion narrowed his eyes and folded his wings menacingly. Following Mehta’s lead, I closed my eyes, trying to sense what they did.

A single patch of grass lay under my feet, intermingled with thorns.

My being became one with the mana around me. I flowed through the grass, and across the trees. Within the depths of the mountain, I was stoic and unyielding. The first beneath my feet scattered across far distances, and it was my eyes, the flow and resonance of nature mingled with my existence, communication and sensation disappearing as we joined in unbridled harmony.

What I’m looking for is not here. But it is also here. I see you.

“What is that?” I asked, but by the time the words escaped my lips I had my answer. “The thorns.”

My feet pressed into the ground as I tensed. I couldn’t feel anything coming from the thorns strangling the grass. Normally, they would have shown up within my senses. But each black spike held no sensation of life, or tranquility of mana. It was a dissonance in our surroundings. A break in the harmony of nature.

I wouldn’t have noticed it once, but now my increased affinity allowed me to sense the distress within the magic that surrounded me. They wove a tale of tension and worry, and I could sense a gap between the elements that had once been here and were no longer.

My blood ran cold. I recognized this sensation. One that had plagued humanity since its dawn.

A unique symbol was here.

“Monster.”

The black thorns quivered in response to the anger laced in my voice, then they slinked closer as they heard a hint of fear. I had seen monsters before. Fought with them. But that didn’t mean it was an easy task.

More importantly, I had seen the mind of a monster. Its memories were shared to me with its thoughts, and most clear were its emotions. From the moment they were born, monsters were pained by their own existence, and since they couldn’t relieve that pain, they would destroy all that was in revenge.

Those that existed for more than a few seconds were all threats to the world.

All around me the discrepancies became clearer. Life was being drained from the trees and grass, and only the mountains had fended off the advances of the thorns, though I could sense them slithering through the ground, trying to find a way to penetrate the stone fortress.

But there was something that worried me even more. Within the forest I could sense several trees. Or rather, I couldn’t sense them. Several patches of grass were the same. Each one looked like the real deal, but they gave off a sensation of being dissonant with nature.

On closer inspection, those few objects that gave off the feeling were all the same color and texture as the thorns.

The leaves.

The grass.

The trees.

All of them were part of the monster.

“[Earth Manipulation],” I said. “[Metal Manipulation].”

Without hesitation I pushed myself off the ground with a stone platform, golden light flickering out of my body as I manipulated a stream of silver blocks out of my inventory and molded them into spears that floated around my head. Each one was sharper than usual, and more deadly. I’d had years of experience forming metal and with my increased affinity it felt like the element was fully responding to me.

“Some kind of life draining ability.” I narrowed my eyes. “Gold, don’t let any of the thorns touch you.”

Gold chirped, and half a dozen twigs riddled with runes appeared in his talons. It had come from my inventory, but as the regent’s owner I had given Gold permission to access it whenever he wanted.

A figure appeared beside me as Mehta rose from the ground. Instead of a floating platform,

“Did you know it was here?” I asked Mehta.

“I knew something would appear. Nature spoke of an incoming discord,” Mehta said. “Seconds old. Perhaps minutes. We cannot risk it growing further.”

Gold chirped.

Agreement. Monster die.

The ground trembled underneath us and I tensed. “It’s coming.”

A thousand thorns shot out from within the depths of the ground, and I saw that each was attached to a pulsating vein. It was black like charcoal, but spongy like flesh, with thin bone-white lines running across each appendage, giving them a sickly appearance.

Gold and I spoke at the same time.

“[Earth Creation].”

Shield.

A dozen orange shields flickered to life around us, ready to face the oncoming swarm. I sent a wave of silver spears to meet the thorns, each spear tearing through dozens of tendrils as they flew toward their heart. I quickly lost sight of them with my eyes, so I switched on my [Mana Sense] and followed their trail.

While the spears were working their way toward the enemy, I focused on shoring up our defenses. Gold’s shields were far stronger than my stone, but I had more versatility. Orbs, squares, walls, spirals. In front of each black tendril that sought to claim my life I conjured a new wall of stone in a different shape.

The shapes weren’t random. The stone orbs I conjured in front of the lowest thorns, forcing them to hesitate and either break through or go around the orb’s sides where it was weaker. Those that chose to go around instantly got tangled with other thorns, causing chaos. The stone spirals were added to confuse the appendages, tangling them further.

“It’s like they have individual brains.” I frowned. I was speaking out loud for Golds sake, and I saw the puffer lower his head in acknowledgement.

I had a limit to how much stone I could create at once, so in Koshima I’d been practicing long and thin structures and small and thick ones.

With a wave of my hand stone walls were placed in front of the areas with the highest concentration of thorns. The walls were thinner, instantly cracking and shattering as they were struck, but also slowing the thorns down and breaking a few along the way. Behind them lay thick squares that shattered the unsuspecting thorns that broke through the walls and smashed into them.

Something strange. Thorns dying.

Gold’s words hit my ears and I frowned. “You’re right.”

Through a crack in my defenses, I could see that the thorns hitting my walls weren’t simply breaking, they were turning gray within moments and then white, shattering and then scattering into the air as fine particles of dust.

“They’re strong, but don’t last long,” I surmised. “A strange ability, but hopefully we can use that to our advantage.”

Even as I spoke, thorns continued to eject from the ground, dozens replacing those turning to dust and cut by my spears.

It was a chaotic battle, and I tried to keep track of it all with my [Mana Sense], but even after getting it to rank 5 keeping track of everything in the battle was more than difficult. I could feel a headache pulsing at my temples and threatening to turn into a migraine.

The only warning I got that my defenses had been breached was a sudden fracture in the wall directly covering me.

“Incoming!”

Over a hundred thorns broke through, striking at Gold’s shields and digging deep into their surfaces. Cracks appeared, and five of the barriers glimmered and disappeared, but the last shield held firm and the thorns attacking it quickly turned from black to gray, and then to white, scattering into dust a few seconds later.

Crack.

One thorn broke Gold’s defenses and stabbed into my leg.

Pain coursed through me, alongside a wave of tiredness, but instead of blood, golden light spilled out from the wound. [Mana Vitality] was protecting me from the worst of the strike, my own mana forming a shield within my body and reacting to the thorn’s presence.

A flash of metal was all I saw as my [Heart-Silver] spear reacted and cut through the appendage, causing the section connected to the ground to wither and gray.

The thorn, however, didn’t react the same way.

My skin rippled with black cracks as the thorn expanded, like a mosquito sucking blood it took something from me and the cut off section wriggled and writhed as it reformed. With each pulsing breath it grew, and my fatigue increased.

It was stealing my vitality.

“[Stone Grasp].”

A giant fist of stone appeared next to the thorn and grabbed it, dragging it out of my leg and crushing the thorn between its fingers. I pushed outward with my hand and the fist followed my will, rocketing down toward the ground and crushing with the impact.

I could see that it wasn’t enough. The thorn continued to grow, using whatever it had taken from me to fuel its transformation. Limbs shot out from it and, in seconds, it was almost as tall as I was.

Shields!

Gold conjured a dozen barriers around us, his twig regents disintegrating as he used them up. Each barrier was stronger than the last, and I could tell my friend had used a new type of shield. One that was composed of many parts that were made stronger with each new addition.

But something else drew my attention. The black thorn had finished its growth, and its final form was a person.

And it looked exactly like me.

“No.”

My voice rang out, a command that reverberated across nature and reality.

A dozen metal spears responded to my emotions, striking the clone at the same time. The clone writhed in pain but didn’t falter, the stab wounds hurting it but not killing it.

“Regeneration,” I spat.

It’s using the vitality it took from me to heal itself. I scanned my opponent.

With a flick of my hand a sheet of silver flew out of my inventory and surrounded me, blocking the other thorns from approaching. There were less of them now, but [Metal Manipulation] skill strained as I forced it to its limits. My conjured stone fell to the ground as I shifted all my concentrating into manipulating my metal.

The thorns slammed against the sheet of silver helplessly, strengthening my defenses.

In return I’d lost all but the slightest control over the other elements.

“Bring it to me,” I said.

The clone struggled as the mana in the metal spears responded to my words, straining as they warped and twisted the metal into a liquid form that spread over the clone’s skin. The thorn being was quickly encased in metal, and the element rose, dragging the clone toward me.

“Gold, I need more shields,” I said. “This is about to get dangerous.”

The puffer chirped and several more twigs appeared. Gold activated them, then swayed alarmingly as he felt the pressure of controlling several dozen artifacts within the span of a few minutes. I used one hand to hold him in place, making sure he didn’t fall into the deluge of thorns, but my eyes never left the clone.

When the clone was in front of the metal sheet, I dropped control of the element and let it fall, wincing as the black thorns took advantage of the moment to strengthen their attack.

By giving up my defenses, I had freed up the control that was preventing me from using the other elements.

Stick to the plan, I thought.

The spears were strong at striking and stabbing, but when it came to beating enemies that regenerated from cuts, they couldn’t be used.

That was okay. I had other avenues of attack now.

I focused on the small portion of metal that dragged the clone toward me, and then with the concentration I’d freed up I focused on conjuring a new element from my inventory.

“[Fire Manipulation].”

With a whoosh the flames that I had used to race against Mehta shot out of my inventory, surrounding me entirely. Gold’s shields opened up a fraction, and I heard the puffer chirp in pain and resolve.

The thorns didn’t know what hit them as they were engulfed in a wave of fire.

My remaining metal brought the clone toward the flames, and it glowed bright with silver light. Despite the difference in our mana’s color, I recognized the ability instantly.

It was using [Mana Sanctuary].

Flames met silver as the clone and elements clashed, and for a moment the battle was stalled as the clone’s [Mana Sanctuary] ability held firm. Then the clone shrieked, and the silver light flickered dangerously. A single flash of fire was all I saw as the shield faltered and the flames burnt the clone to a crisp so thoroughly that not even dust remained.

“We can’t let any others touch us,” I said.

Gold chirped weakly, and I felt a pang of guilt. The battle was taking it out of him. And out of me. I could still feel my leg rippling with pain.

However, we couldn’t stop.

In seconds, a single thorn had taken enough from me to hold off against the onslaught of a Marked one.

“The thorns steal vitality and copy the things they touch,” I summarized. “That’s why they took the appearance of grass and trees. And from the way it was acting, I think the copy had instincts of its own, even if it wasn’t enough to call it alive.”

Everything in this forest would soon be replaced by them if it had time to grow. And then the monster would strike at the nearest city, copying all of their powers and creating an army.

A tremor disrupted my thoughts and then quickly turned into a quake.

From my place in the air the world shook below me, blurring and crying out as something strong struck it. Trees were uprooted, black thorns were thrown away violently and grasped by limbs of dirt, and above them all stood a single person watching mercilessly as his will split apart the world.

Mehta had made his move.

He just caused an earthquake. No. He tore apart the ground itself.

Below the Oracle of Nature was a canyon that hadn’t been there a moment ago. It ran several miles deep and like a cancer among nature, the black tendrils crisscrossed the walls of the canyon, each one slithering to avoid the light of the sun. Not because it would hurt them, but because the monster didn’t want to reveal itself before the might of the three beings that had brought it fear.

Each tendril was connected to the monster’s main body, and within the depths of the earth I could sense its presence. A multi-limbed being of eldritch proportions, indistinguishable from its original form, with sickly silver mana dripping from its pores.

Kill. Hate. Destroy. Dominate.

The monster’s scattered thoughts flooded through me as I came into contact with its mana. They were more than words. Its intentions and emotions flooded our connection, and I gritted my teeth at the horror that they contained. Killing was the least it would do once it found its footing.

An ocean of gold erupted from my body, my mana illuminating the world and pushing down upon all with its divine will.

I raised a single hand into the air. “[Stone Grasp].”

Deep underground the monster let out a primal scream as the very ground it hid in turned against it, forming a fist the size of a mountain and dragging the creature into the light of the sun.

“I can’t hold it much longer,” I said, the words coming out fainter than I’d intended.

“You don’t need to,” Mehta replied. “Fire touched, hear my will.”

White flames erupted from Mehta’s body, wrapping around the Marked one with a ferocity that I’d never felt in the elements before. There was a moment of pause as the monster was dragged fully into view by my skill…

…then, the flames tore into it with reckless abandon, scouring the entirety of its being from top to bottom.

Weakness. Destroy. Corrupt all. Make it perfect. Like I am.

I shuddered as I heard the monster’s thoughts. With each passing second, they were growing bolder, and more eloquent. Even as it burned the monster was growing in strength. A few seconds later it was no longer a mindless beast of destruction, but a being that could ensnare all of humanity.

Then, it looked at me, and I felt its attention upon my soul.

Little creature, with flesh so fragile. Give yourself to my embrace. The enlightenment of existence is upon you. My existence. Your forms will not perish. They will be made perfect. One with me for all eternity, serving that which reality itself cannot contain.

“I’d rather not.” I narrowed my eyes.

The black thorns were burnt to a crisp by Mehta’s flames, and I severed the remaining ones with my [Heart-Silver] spear and what little metal I could manipulate while focusing on keeping the monster’s main body contained.

“Do you want to surrender?” I asked. More out of curiosity than anything else.

The sickly silver mana pulsed back its intentions to me.

Surrender? No. That which rejects me can only be destroyed by me. Life is a blight. I will destroy it. To ashes. To dust. Until the last sound of screams have gone silent. And I will revel in life’s death throes as it discovers that it is the inferior.

Alongside its words came its emotions. Its certainty. And, most importantly, its hatred. Existence and reality were abhorrent to it, just as they were to all monsters. Those cursed with symbols not compatible with the concepts of the world could only find it turning against them, and in return they could only ever seek to destroy it.

Below me the black thorns were striking anything they could, from trees to grass to small animals, and instead of copying them, they sucked them dry of all their vitality. Each new victim became a source of fuel for the monster’s main body, aiding its regeneration as Mehta’s flames burned its flesh.

With a gesture I cut through the last of the appendages, each of them turning into dust, but they’d already given the monster enough power to hold out until it grew stronger than our attacks.

I need to find a way to help Mehta, I thought. But with [Stone Grasp] taking all of my focus I can’t spare enough to use the flames I brought out before.

Already, the pillar of fire I’d conjured was dissipating before my eyes, scattering without my will to guide it. In seconds it was gone. I pulled my spears back, focusing on my inventory, and inside the expanse of my storage regent I found a solution.

“[Fire Manipulation].”

Half a dozen flame beads ejected from my inventory, each one containing multitudes of fire mana. Unlike normal fire mana, however, I didn’t need to manipulate every single mote within their depths.

Instead, I simply gave them a single instruction, manipulating them for a single instance.

“Advance.”

The fire beads shot at the monster, each one hitting a different section and joining Mehta’s flames as they struck the being.

When the bead met flesh, I smiled.

“Explode.”
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Six explosions obliterated my stone grasp, the concentration of flames within the beads ejecting immediately at my command. Mehta’s flames paused, and then strengthened as they absorbed their newfound allies, quickly turning the tides against the monster’s regeneration.

No. NO. I will tear this world asunder. I will mirror all in my image. I will reign above the flesh of your bodies and use it to adorn the surface of my new reality.

“No, you won’t.” I replied. “You’ll just die.”

With a scream the monster launched new black thorns toward Mehta, the Marked one stepping back but reacting too slowly to its sudden assault. A small figure swooped over his shoulder as the black thorns struck, and each of them faltered as their tips plunged into a thick orange coating.

Gold dropped several twigs as he activated his shielding regents, tiredly chirping as he landed on Mehta’s shoulder.

I sensed a momentary shift in the battle. The balance was tilting toward our favor. It just needed a little push to get there.

With a split second to react, I deactivated [Stone Grasp], and the earthen limb holding the monster instantly disintegrated. At the same time, I withdrew every drop of fire out of my inventory until there was no more.

A mountain of flame appeared in the sky above me, gargantuan and overwhelming.

I flung it into the monster below me.

Rushing forward, my flames intertwined with Mehta’s, red and white pillars of destruction burning through the monster’s body with an unstoppable momentum. I could sense its struggles, but as the last of its limbs was burned asunder it let out a snarl of defiance that shook the mountains.

Then its final echo was consumed by the roar of our flames, and in seconds, a being that could have destroyed countless lives was scattered into ashes.

“Wind touched, heed my call.”

Mehta’s voice struck my ears, and I looked over to see him focusing on the dust around us. Each particle was caught within the grasp of the wind, and it gathered the dust together, compressing it into a single area.

He must have been doing that since the beginning. I realized. Catching every single bit of dust since the first thorn died.

With a pop the wind suddenly released, ejecting a single bone-white orb from its depths. It flew to Mehta, who promptly dodged it with a look of disgust. Gold chirped in surprise as he was almost flung off the Marked one’s shoulders, and when he regained his balance, he flapped his wing and smacked it against the Marked one’s cheek in retribution.

A stone hand appeared in midair and grabbed the falling orb.

“Monster materials.” I motioned the hand over and it brought the orb to me. “Not dangerous. But very powerful when used for crafting.”

“Not a part of nature,” Mehta said. “Do you want it?”

I did. But that also wouldn’t be fair.

“Are you sure? We both had a hand in destroying the monster.”

“Consider it my gift to you. As I did not bring one for your Descent,” Mehta said. “Also, I abhor these types of materials.”

I shrugged, and the monster orb disappeared into my inventory. Now that I had time and resources, I could find a lot of use for a ball of monster materials. They were famously good for making regents, which was how monster hunting companies like Zodiac made a good portion of their money.

“The symbol is destroyed,” I said glumly. “I wonder what it was.”

“Something horrible,” Mehta replied. “That was the power of a monster that would have caused irreparable harm to humanity.”

“Yeah, that copying ability…” I shuddered. “Good thing there were two of us here. No monster could survive that.”

It would have been a disaster if the monster hadn’t been spotted.

The flapping of wings hit my ears and Gold dropped onto my shoulders, pushing down on me harder than he ever had before. I could see the puffer was dead tired, and falling asleep on the spot, so I conjured a small nest of stones and dirt for him.

Mehta looked at me calmly, then his gaze fell onto the canyon below us.

“All monsters should be approached with caution. No two are the same and every new monster should never be underestimated. Only feared. Even as Marked ones we are no different. If we do not heed the lessons of our predecessors, we are doomed to make a fatal mistake.”

“You say that, but considering your display just now, they should be fearing you.” I stared at the remains of the creature in front of us. “Do you always sense their birth?”

“Nature can feel when discord is coming, but it cannot relay that information to me in tangible ways. I was relying on your connection to the elements to strengthen my own, which allowed me to find this one quickly,” Mehta explained. “Usually, I direct the church paladins to slay it, or an associated organization. Portals are far more efficient than flying.

“That’s why you stayed behind after the Descent.” I stared at him. “You and I help each other understand nature just by being near each other.”

Ever-so-slightly, Mehta’s lips curled upward. “Even then, I can only sense a monster’s presence when it is engulfed in nature. Those who hide, and those who are born in cities, are hard to detect among the other lives present. We were lucky this one was engulfed in my territory.”

“With that kind of ability, I’m guessing you’re the person that kills the most monsters in the world.”

“I am not,” Mehta replied.

His curt tone was undercut by his smile. The first I’d seen him make in our time together. It was radiant, and warm.

“I thought it would be you. Or maybe the monster hunting companies? I can see that.” There didn’t seem to be any other options.

“The emperor,” Mehta’s response was immediate. “He has guarded humanity for centuries, People simply do not witness his actions. However, if you were to search for a non-immortal slayer, then Ength is who you would find.”

“Ength? From my Descent?” I asked.

“The same. She is the slayer of the most monsters. Dozens. Perhaps hundreds,” Mehta said.

I blinked in surprise. Ength was the divine of symbols, and its descent had led to symbols appearing. That had also led to the birth of monsters. In a way, Ength was their creator as well, so to hear that his Marked one was their most devout hunter was a strange turn of events.

“Is that a form of penance?” I asked.

“Perhaps. All I know is that when they are born, she is there. She always has been. Only this time, the monster’s presence was hidden within nature itself, so only we could sense the dissonance,” Mehta said. “Perhaps she keeps their symbols. Or destroys them. I do not know Ength, and I doubt many of our brethren do. This one in particular is very quiet.”

Maybe that’s because none of the Marked ones born in her generation have been inscribers like she is, I thought. I should pay her a visit one day. I’d love to see if she really did collect the symbols of the monsters she’s slain.

If Ength truly had slain dozens of monsters and had a collection of that depth, then her powers weren’t just terrifying, they would all be unique and devastating. There was no such thing as a weak monster, and their symbols were equally potent.

“So, we killed the monster and saved, well, who knows how many people we saved.” I turned to Mehta. “This wasn’t what I was expecting, but it was a grand voyage all the same. Thank you.”

“You were wrong about one thing,” Mehta interrupted my gratitude. “I did not stay after the Descent to bring you here to do battle. Come, walk with me, Andross.”

I tilted my head, wondering what his endgame was. But despite my reservations, I didn’t get the sense that the Marked one meant any harm. Nature, by its very being, wasn’t deceptive. Aspects of it could be when it met with life, but the dirt, the flames, the water, and the wind were all open about their intentions when the right person was listening.

The same open intentions were what I sensed from Mehta, even if I couldn’t hear his thoughts and read his emotions.

“All right.”

I stepped down from the sky, my feet touching the torn grass and dirt at the edges of the new canyon Mehta had formed. The monster had been buried deep within the earth, and I wondered what kind of creature it had once been. I hadn’t gotten a proper look at its body with my eyes, and even with my [Mana Sense] it hadn’t looked like any creature I’d seen before.

However, now wasn’t the time to think about that. Sensing more to the activity than just exercise, I focused on my surroundings. Nature was damaged. The elements were scattered. And all of them needed a friend. Without hesitating, I gave them my help, and I felt Mehta do the same.

Without speaking. Without fighting. Without breathing. We walked.

Where we stepped, the ground healed itself.

Mountains grew stronger. Trees found healthy dirt underneath their roots. Water drizzled where it was needed. Fire warmed the frightened creatures of the forest. The canyon trembled as it was filled with new earth, restoring and improving what was once there.

There was a grace to the moment that I couldn’t explain. A silence spread out between us and nature, comfortable and relaxed. The forest wasn’t quiet, but the sounds within were gentle and soft. Leaves rustled in thanks, forest creatures both ordinary and magical jumped out of their hiding spots to look at us, and Gold’s gentle snores hit my ears.

In mere minutes we had restored the forest to its former glory.

“Inné is not working in your best interest.”

By the time I turned around it was too late.

Mehta was gone.
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When my guards arrived, it was with a clap of thunder, each one clasping their swords and prepared for battle.

They found me resting on the grass, Gold snoring on my stomach as I looked up at the sky.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

My guard captain had just sighed.

To say the least, my guards were extremely relieved I was alive. They were also definitely not unhappy that I had run off with a Marked one to fight a monster.

Definitely not.

After all, they definitely couldn’t be upset at their Marked one, the living embodiment of their divine and one of the leaders of the church. And because they were definitely not unhappy with me, they had calmly explained that not only had Mehta and I traveled too quickly for my guards to catch up, but they hadn’t even known we had left until we had gone too far to track us easily.

That’s my fault. Oops, I thought. I’m the one that asked them not to approach or spy on our conversation in any way.

Anything perceived as an insult to Mehta could have led to war, including observing him for security reasons, so I’d asked my guards to simply let us be for a day. Usually, the would at least keep track of my presence even if they didn’t listen to my conversations, but a conversation between two Marked ones was too volatile and important to interrupt.

“Please, make sure that nobody’s listening,” I said.

For the next few minutes, I just wanted to relax.

“Understood, Andross,” my guard captain nodded.

As one, my guards disappeared.

I actually meant for them to stay this time. I chuckled.

Two soft thuds hit my ears as I kicked off my shoes. My robes were splayed around me messily, and I encouraged the dirt on the ground to climb them. Tickling my hair was a stream of gentle earth mana, the lights dancing and twinkling as they wove through my strands.

I think I called Mehta’s followers hippies in my mind when I first heard about their traditions. I recalled that moment clearly. It was when Amanda had explained that her family took their shoes off in their houses so that they could be closer to mana. I apologize.

“What happened here?” a voice asked.

I shifted, slightly, to my left. Two purple eyes watched me with amusement, and I gestured at Gerial to join me with a nudge of my head.

“My guards didn’t tell you?” I asked.

“Not yet.” Gerial smiled. “I just know you disappeared, and I rushed over here following our Mark.”

The moment he spoke I felt a familiar tug against chest. My mark was responding to Gerial’s calls, and I knew that he could sense my presence through it. I’d been so busy having fun racing against Mehta and then fighting the monster that I’d completely missed his attempts to contact me.

Checking further, I’d also received a flood of messages on my texting regent, all of them from Gerial.

“I got distracted by a monster attack.”

“You’re going to need a much better story than that.” Gerial shook his head.

I shot him a look and he blanched. “Oh, you’re serious.”

Gerial sat beside me and laid back with a groan, propping his back off the ground with his elbows. Above us, the morning sun was sending out rays of orange light over the forest, giving it a vibrant glow.

That light revealed a warzone.

Now that I could see the area properly, I noticed that the aftereffects of the black thorns weren’t completely gone. Several trees were disjointed, each barely clinging to life, and patches of grass and the forest were simply gone. That was where the clones had taken root, and upon the monster’s destruction they had gone with it.

“There’s something strange here.” Gerial frowned. “Did you fight with Mehta?”

“Alongside him, yeah.” I nodded, my enthusiasm leaking out. “It was amazing.”

“Yeah, I’m going to need more context.”

For the next few minutes, I told Gerial the full story, from Mehta’s conversation to the monster’s appearance. His final words were included, but I sent them through our texting regents and didn’t say them out loud. Just in case.

When my story was finished, Gerial let out a puff of air.

“I swear you were only gone for a few hours,” he said. “When you didn’t respond. I considered using [Celestial Convergence] to get to you, but since it incapacitates you while I’m teleporting, I figured it was more of a risk than it was worth.”

“That would have been a bad idea,” I agreed. “You know, you’re right about it being risky, but we should probably practice that ability. I don’t see why it can’t be improved.”

“I’ve thought about it, but it doesn’t level,” Gerial countered.

I shook my head. “We’ve barely used it.”

Gerial fell silent at my words, but his eyes were pensive as he looked out across the withered forest. The ability to connect our locations and teleport to each other at any time was too important to give up, but using the ability hurt like nothing else did. When the skill was activated, it felt like I was trying to fit another person inside my skin, and I probably was.

“Yeah, we should,” Gerial finally agreed. “But first, I could use a break day and fresh air. I’ve spent the last month panicking about what could go wrong with the Descent. Preparing you for it was a full-time job.”

“Excuse you, I was an amazing student.” I shook my head, keeping my body still so that I didn’t wake Gold.

The puffer was sleeping like a log.

“Right, and that’s why two of the four great western clans were greatly insulted that you visited them last, instead of first.” Gerial’s tone was bone-dry. “And they have not only retracted their gifts for the Descent, but also stated that they will not permit the church to operate within their major cities, of which there are two. That includes the hospitals, and the orphanages, all of which will either be taken over the clans themselves or their subsidiaries to run.”

I blinked in surprise, barely holding myself back from jumping up.

“When did that happen?” I asked.

“Two hours ago,” Gerial said calmly. “Probably when you were in the middle of fighting that monster.”

“Oh, Fue,” I cursed.

Gerial looked at me, his calm façade breaking as a chuckle escaped his lips. It quickly turned into trembling lips, followed by bellowing laughter.

Welp. Gerial finally lost his mind. I know it was just a matter of time.

I stared at him until he calmed down, a wide grin still plastered on his lips.

“What was that?” I asked.

Gerial gestured at me. “You just looked so serious.”

“Because it’s a big issue!”

“Relax, relax. It’s not. Well, it is, but it’s not your issue,” Gerial said.

“It sounds like it is. The church staff account for half of the life and water magicians in their hospitals. Nobody can just make new ones appear out of thin air,” I countered. “If this is a problem I caused, I should go and talk to them to fix it.”

“You can’t.”

The certainty of Gerial’s rebuttal surprised me into silence.

“They were always going to be insulted. They wanted to be.” Gerial waved his hand dismissively. “Since the western continent is nearest to the Eye, they feel like our church gaining power will erase theirs. So, they always intended to kick up a fuss. In a clan’s eyes the orphanages are wasted opportunities, and the hospitals are a drain on their influence.

People trust those that heal them, and the organizations behind them. Clans who run on the influence of wealth will often find ways to disrupt any hospitals that treat their patients for free like ours do. As for the orphanages, well, usually, orphans will be taken in by the clans and raised to be loyal soldiers, trained to protect the clan to the point of giving up their lives for it when they’re adults. Obviously, our own orphanages disrupt that process. By claiming ownership of them, the clans are gaining a supply of new soldiers from the areas the orphanages occupy.”

I paused as I processed his words. “That’s…”

“That is the way the world is run, and why our presence is so important,” Gerial interjected. “I can’t claim the churches haven’t done the same before. Every Marked has a different set of values and opinions on how the churches should be focused. Some have used the hospitals and orphanages in exactly the same way. Others have not. However, nobody knows what you will decree, and you made a kind impression during the Descent. So, why did these two clans act now?”

Gerial gave me time to think of an answer.

A few seconds later I gave him one. “They need new soldiers and more influence because they need more might to counteract my existence.” I frowned as I found the answer unsatisfactory. “That doesn’t explain why they did it now. If they were insulted, they should have declared it right after the Descent ended.”

“This is why.”

I followed Gerial’s gaze and saw the ruined forest around us. What had once been a lush area was now drained of life, but each section would grow back into a healthy and vibrant version of itself in a few years. Two Marked ones had ensured it.

However, that damage had already been here when I’d arrived. There were no signs of any battle having taken place, as Mehta and I had made sure to fix everything perfectly. Well, except for the missing grass. That couldn’t be fixed by us.

Maybe the fact that the forest is healing is the problem, I thought. A horrific battle was covered up so easily. That display of power can be heroic to some and terrifying to others.

The average magician held 6,000 mana at their peak. That amount wasn’t enough to practice skills until they’d reach the level of my abilities, let alone Mehta’s. Maybe 6,000 mana could power a spell to open the canton up like Mehta had, but it would exhaust their entire manapool for days or even weeks.

Not everyone had mana regeneration as quick as mine. That was why Zodiac and other companies like them sent out entire armies to fight against monsters.

And now, two clans had determined they needed to strengthen their own armies.

“Mehta isn’t the only one who can sense monsters,” I said. “Someone saw us.”

“Exactly. You are in the western continent, and those two clans are the nearest of the four, both their territories occupying the borders of this country. They’ve spent centuries figuring out ways to detect monsters. It’s necessary for their survival,” Gerial pointed at the sky, and I had a faint sense of something shattering. “They saw your prowess, whether that was through scrying spells or regents that sense magic. And whatever they saw was enough to scare them into believing they needed to be stronger.”

Despite him breaking a spell that was potentially spying on us, he wasn’t delicate or fussed with his words. Now that my guards were here, and Gerial’s as well, we couldn’t be overheard or seen. Each team had specialists in disguising our presences so that nobody could spy on us.

Gerial’s mana also permeated the air, the wind ceasing to carry our voices and the mana around us refusing to convey our thoughts and intentions to anyone that might be able to hear them.

“I don’t regret doing it,” I said.

“If you hadn’t, you wouldn’t be you,” Gerial replied. “But next time you should bring me along. We’ll make quicker work of it.”

“Deal,” I said.

What I really wanted to do was slap my arms on the ground and let out a growl of frustration.

Politics was annoying, to say the least, but I could also see where Gerial was coming from. I’d spent so much time worrying about how the actions of other Marked ones would influence the world that I’d forgotten for a moment that I was one of them.

A single battle had caused two major powers to begin consolidating their might.

I wonder if this would have overwhelmed me before. It definitely would have if I was still the me that was back on Earth, I thought.

However, I wasn’t the same Andross Silver I had once been.

“It wasn’t all bad, you know. In fact, it was mostly great. Fantastic, even.” Gerial glanced at me, a smile tugging on his lips. “I told you about two factions. There were a thousand that were personally at the Descent, and many more watching. You didn’t anger them. No. You impressed them.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Did I? I don’t think not angering someone is the baseline for being impressive.”

“Four immortal households were present. One even tried to enslave you before.” Gerial’s fingers curled into fists in the grass beside him. “And yet you didn’t throw a tantrum or try to have them destroyed. Instead, you forgave them, with a light humiliation added on top. Was it embarrassing for them? Yes. But they are well aware that you could have done much, much more to them.

Individuality can get lost in crowds but make no mistake about who you were talking to. Every person there was important, and belonged to a powerful faction that could hold their own in most situations. Those who felt threatened would retaliate, but none did. If they don’t declare war, that means they’re unsure of you as a person, which is the best result as far as I’m concerned,” Gerial said. “The reason I hide from people isn’t just because I’m shy. The moment they think they’ve worked you out, they try to figure out ways to control you. Subtle actions, idle talk, and even small gestures of kindness. Some people will figure out all you like and all you do, and then mirror it to get closer to you and manipulate you.”

“And they wonder why you turn invisible.” I shook my head in disgust. “You’re right though, there were a lot of factions there. Did none of them change in any way?”

“Most will be slower about it, but I’d say that they have a healthy view for you now. Every single Marked one acknowledged you. Even Artus. Which is a shock, but one worthy of respect,” Gerial grimaced slightly as he spoke about Kyle. “Their words and actions hold sway over many, and your response to their presence was also well handled. You were kind to the factions, but not backing down to any of the Marked ones showed them your strength, and what would happen if you were truly pushed.”

I grew silent as I thought about his words.

The entire world had been watching me at the Descent, and two lone clans preparing for a potential battle was a tiny reaction in comparison.

I think I get what he means now when he says that I can’t dwell on this too much.

“This isn’t my issue,” I told Gerial, and I saw him grin in response. “I can’t be spending my whole life thinking about how others will react to me.”

“You did well today, but always keep it in mind.” Gerial nodded. “But yeah, we’d go crazy if we did.”

“Sounds like there’s a story behind that one,” I said.

“You didn’t walk in on one of the princes of the East trying to eat Alyssa’s pet yertle. The entire empire decided it was easier to declare them sacred than to face the consequences of her retaliation.” Gerial shook his head. “Luckily, I saved the poor little thing. I think that prince is a king now, and still sends mountains of gold and precious fruits every month.”

I have no idea what a yertle is, but that sounds hilarious.

“When did that happen?” I asked.

“Around seven years ago, back when I was still young and dumb, and had barely used my Mark.” Gerial smiled fondly. “That was the first time I met Alyssa. She was so happy she didn’t even notice I was Marked as well.”

“Ohhhh,” I let out a knowing sound.

“Shut up.” Gerial’s cheeks flushed. “It’s a precious memory of me making a friend.”

“Mmhmm~”

Gerial threw a ball of wind at my face, and it swallowed up the playful sounds leaving my lips.

“That’s that, and personally I think that part of our lives is best left in the background, so, what do we need to do to relax? Should I be closing my eyes and taking my shoes off as well?” he asked.

I poked the wind ball, and it popped like a balloon, scattering over the grass around me and ruffling Gold’s feathers. My [Mana Sense] was still active, and I tried my hardest to see the wind mana as it dissipated, but I still failed.

There’s something there that I need to tackle soon, I thought. I couldn’t before since I was focused on attuning to fire and water, but now I have the time.

“Maybe that’ll help,” I said, “but I think I have someone I need to talk to now.”

“Agni?” Gerial asked.

“Agni,” I confirmed. “And the other Phoenixes.”

The Phoenix and Amanda had gone straight to the Mitra family stronghold after the Descent, located in the heart of the central continent. Her mother and brother were out of danger, but both were still weak, so they were staying with family for two weeks before they returned to the Eye for a checkup and more treatments. While he was there, the Mitra family wanted to confirm whether or not Alexis had kept the family bloodline after it had been warped by the bloodline that Oubliez had bestowed to him.

I knew that the church was also interested in Alexis and his ability to consume the mana and bloodlines of other creatures and use them to use the Mitra family abilities. Whether or not he had kept that bloodline after Oubliez died was also up for contention. They would be keeping a close eye on him from now on.

“Then why are you still here?” Gerial asked.

“That’s one of life’s big mysteries, isn’t it?”

Gerial punched me lightly in the arm, shaking his head at my antics. “I meant here in the sun. Mehta already left, and the monster is dead.”

“Oh, that’s because I’m trying to figure out this strange feeling I got when looking for the monster.” I tapped the dirt, feeling it part beneath my fingers. “I think it had something to do with the ability to see things that the other Marked ones mentioned.”

Focusing on the ground, I explored the areas where the black thorns had been. My [Mana Sense] ability had spotted the thorns by examining what was missing, rather than what was there. Mehta had described it as a dissonance with nature. I saw it more as an absence.

I’d never considered using my senses to pick up something that wasn’t there. It was like using a light to find shadows. But if I could find a way to spot monsters nearby, then that was a worthy reason to figure out a new aspect of my skills.

“You’re using your Marked ability.” Gerial nodded sagely. “Do we call it your seeing spell or the looking skill?”

I groaned. “Please don’t call it that. It sounds super lame. And I don’t even know if it’s really a thing.”

“It definitely is. Oh, hey, do you think that’s why Mehta brought you here? He could have told you about Inné at the Eye.”

“I have no idea. Maybe. Maybe not. But I’ve found something new and interesting, so I’m not going to let the feeling go now, or I might lose it.” I shrugged. “All that stuff the Marked ones said to me got me thinking. If I can see things in ways that other people can’t, then...Well, I don’t know, it just sounds interesting.”

Gerial had a massive smirk on his face as he watched me flounder for an explanation, and I felt my cheeks heating up as I failed to find the words I wanted to use. It was rare for me to be the one that couldn’t explain his intentions.

“Basically.” I put my thoughts together. “What if there’s a whole other world out there that I’m missing out on?

“It’s been less than two days and you figured out how to spot a monster,” Gerial pointed out. “I’d say that’s pretty good progress. Enough to make others jealous of you for life.”

“It’d be easier.”

We fell into silence, and the wind rustled as Gerial played with it in his hands. Unlike Mehta, his manipulation was entirely mana-reliant, and I could feel its ripples around us. I wanted to poke it with a tendril of stone and see if it burst. The look on his face would be amazing.

No, I’m more mature than that. I tucked away the tendril of dirt I’d already created. Also, there’s a lot of information being thrown his way, and mine, too. We need a break.

Most of it was in the form of blue boxes.

Normally, I ignored the System notifications until I was ready for them. Especially when I was resting. This time I spotted something that stopped me in my tracks. One blue box stood out among the others.

It had an orange border.

“Gerial.”

The way I spoke his name made it clear that I wanted his full attention.

“Is your invisibility a System skill?”

Gerial’s expression grew serious. “Of course. I just had to unlock it first.”

“What’s it called?” I asked.

“[Veil of the Crijik].”

Well then, I thought. That explains what I’m seeing.

[Congratulations! You have unlocked the skill: Eye of the Crijik.]


27 MY VISION WAS SURROUNDED BY A SEA OF OTHER BLUE BOXES VYING FOR MY ATTENTION. I IGNORED THEM ALL AS I FOCUSED ON THE ORANGE-BORDERED BLUE BOX HOVERING DIRECTLY IN FRONT OF ME


[Eye of the Crijik: Level 1.]

“[Eye of the Crijik],” I whispered the skill’s name.

I grew still, worry crossing my features as I remembered we could be being watched.

“No, nobody can hear us. We’ve had enough time for all the defenses to be set up.” Gerial confirmed as he saw my expression. “[Eye of the Crijik]. Is that really what it’s called? I’ve never heard of a Marked one getting that skill.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, [Body of the Crijik] is the most common one. It changes a random section of the Marked one’s body into…you know what, it’s better that I don’t say.”

Is this why Amanda’s books have Marked ones with otherworldly body parts? I shivered. I remember her checking my arms to see if they were tentacles in disguise.

I was very glad that I didn’t get that skill.

“This is the part where I try to figure out what my skills do.” I blinked in surprise. “But I think it’s been active the whole time. Wait, is this something I can turn off?”

“I don’t see why you can’t, I can do it with my invisibility.”

With a thoughtful hum I closed my eyes, focusing on the skill within the System. With a flicker of willpower, I turned it off.

The world grew quieter, though was no less silent.

Strange, I thought.

I opened my eyes, and my stomach churned as I spotted a world that was a lot less vibrant than normal. There wasn’t a single change that contributed to that feeling. It was like someone had shifted the delivery of the entire vision into my eyes, removing a filter and several minor elements from the background.

Given my experience, it didn’t take me long to figure out what was missing. The trees were a little paler, and the sounds around me had softened, no longer as pronounced as they were before, even if they hadn’t changed in number or volume.

Gerial had also changed, though he was no less imposing. Usually, there was a flicker of light around him that gave off an imperial aura, unapproachable and deadly. That aura was still there. I could feel it. But it wasn’t visible.

“Connection, lightning, sound, and life.” I connected the dots instantly. “I can’t see the other mana types anymore. I can hear them. Faintly. But not see them.”

“What? Really?” Gerial asked. “Wait, let me try something.”

Gerial disappeared before I could ask him what he was about to do.

“Can you see me?” His voice came out of thin air.

I peered at the spot where he’d been sitting with intense focus. No, I couldn’t see him. Not like I’d been able to before.

However, I could still sense his presence through my Mark.

“Sort of, but not with my eyes,” I said. “Just through our Marks.”

“Okay, okay, that explains a lot.”

Gerial reappeared beside me, a grin on his face. “I can finally rest easy knowing that not everyone can break the veil of my skill.”

When I didn’t reply to his words, Gerial looked at me with concern.

“Hey, Andross, are you okay?”

I held up my hand, putting a pause to his questions. Then, I shot him an apologetic glance as I scrutinized my surroundings. There was something different about them. Not something that was missing, like the other mana types, but instead added.

My [Mana Sense] was still active, and through it I could still see the mana types that I was attuned to. Fire, water, earth, and metal all glowed in my vision and greeted me fondly as I probed outward with my senses. However, there was a new voice and light in addition to them, so faint and transparent that I wouldn’t have noticed it if it hadn’t permeated the entire world around me.

“Hello there, who are you?” I asked.

The transparent lights blinked in surprise, the wind around us rustling through my air as thousands of motes gathered around me, examining me curiously.

Hi. Freedom. Who are you? Hello there. Glad to meet. You. Say hi. Come play? Be free. Fly high.

Gerial’s mouth opened in surprise as he heard the wind mana talking to me, and I was no less shocked.

“You can see the wind.”

“I can see the wind,” I confirmed. “And it sounds like you when you’re texting.”

The playful motes of light tried to drag me up, and I saw Gold’s eyes open as the wind grew too strong to ignore. The puffer yawned, and then pecked at the air mana as it nipped at his beak.

Gold let out a tired chirp.

Annoying.

Gerial chuckled and offered Gold his lap as more wind mana surrounded me. It was an offer which the puffer gladly accepted, his eyes now glued onto the motes of light.

I see. You see. Why see?

Gold’s chirped relayed his confusion, and I shrugged. I had as much idea as he did.

“What happens if I activate [Eye of the Crijik] again?” I wondered.

Without hesitation, I activated the skills.

Instantly, the world grew more vibrant. The trees were greener, and life was all around me. Sounds were once again caressing my ears. And connection mana strode through everything, underpinning reality just as it always had.

In fact, there was only one change to the surroundings.

The wind mana had disappeared.

“The wind mana is gone. No sounds. No body. Just gone,” I said.

“That’s freaky,” Gerial replied. “They’re all wondering where you went.”

“Really?”

I turned off the skill and the world once again shifted. There was a slight pang of pain in my temple as my mind failed to compute the sudden changes, and I winced.

I’ll have to be careful with this skill. If I use it too many times in succession, then my brain might melt through my ears, I thought.

All around me wind mana crowded my vision in concern. It was strange. I could see through them, just like I could with all mana, but now that they were in front of me, I wasn’t sure how it was possible to miss them.

For one thing, wind mana was everywhere.

Below me there was wind mana flowing over my hands, and through the grass. Not every section of the sky had wind mana, but most did. I could see it blowing with the winds, becoming one with the element and gliding upon the currents of the sky.

Some currents only had a few motes of mana guiding them, others had thousands of lights flying in unison. It was a matter of power, since the thousand motes were smaller, and the few individual mana particles were bigger, but I couldn’t work out why they would be separate. Together, they would be even more powerful than the sum of their parts.

I described what I was seeing to Gerial, and he nodded. Then he pointed where I was looking, and I was reminded that he could see exactly what I could.

“Wind mana is very individualistic compared to the other types,” Gerial explained. “They have their own groups they like to travel in, and even leaders. They’re also territorial, and that’s why they’re so separate from each other.”

“It’s like an entire society that I’ve been stepping through this whole time.” I gazed at the sky in wonder.

Gold chirped his agreement.

Wind very strong. Always fight wings. Also, very nice.

I scratched the puffer’s neck and he cooed. “Yeah, this is amazing.”

There was a sense of peace as the wind rustled through my hair, the wind mana breaking from its natural pathways to greet this strange new visitor to their realm. Judging from their reactions I’d been as invisible to them as they were to me.

However, there was also a sense of loss that came with deactivating [Eye of the Crijik]. I could still hear the unattuned mana types through [Symbol Communication], and I could feel their presence and affinity through [Mana Affinity], but I couldn’t see them, which made me feel like I was missing an important part of sitting among friends.

There had to be a way to see wind mana and the other mana types.

“If I attune to the wind element, it should be possible,” I said.

“To see wind mana and the other types at the same time?” Gerial asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I can’t stand not being able to see them. But I don’t want to stop seeing wind mana either.”

Gerial glanced at the wind mana and then back at me. “It should work. But I don’t know why you couldn’t see them in the first place.”

I shook my head. That was a mystery, but now I had a way to solve it.

Speaking of mysteries. I should probably check those other boxes now.

A few taps later I was reading through several System messages.

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 2.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 3.]

“The [Eye of the Crijik] leveled up. I think due to me using it to spot the monster,” I updated Gerial.

“Not bad,” he nodded. “We’ll have to look up the records to see if you’re really the first to gain it.”

The first few messages I opened were my gains from my time racing Mehta toward the western continent.

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 6.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 7.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 8.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 9.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 10.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 11.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 12.]

…

[Water Manipulation has reached level 15.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 16.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 17.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 7.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 8.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 9.]

…

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 12.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 13.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 14.]

My manipulation abilities improved because of the race with Mehta. He wasn’t just my equal, he was far better. So, pitting myself against him was the ultimate improvement. And I suppose he’s dangerous enough that I needed to improve quickly in case he turned those same abilities against me.

Despite my thoughts, I knew that it wasn’t just the challenge of the Oracle of Nature’s existence that was driving up my levels. My affinity with magic, both through [Mana Affinity] and normal progression of companionship, was at an all-time high. My skill levels were racing to catch up to my true comfortability with their usage, and with every passing moment my connection to my elements only grew stronger, making my leveling quicker.

Next were my gains from my battle against the monster.

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 8.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 9.]

“I probably could have used more metal.” I frowned. “Then again, the metal I did use saved my life while the rest of the elements attacked.”

“It’s a tough choice, but one you might not have to make as your abilities improve, soon you’ll be able to use them all together,” Gerial replied.

I nodded. [Metal Manipulation] had taken up most of my concentration when I used it, but that was because it was a mid-ranked element.

Even then, I had used far more metal in the battle than I’d been able to only a few months ago. Trying to control metal spears while using my earth element to defend myself had once seemed like an impossible goal.

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 7.]

[Earth Creation (VI) has reached level 7.]

[Earth Creation (VI) has reached level 8.]

[Earth Creation (VI) has reached level 9.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 7.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 8.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 9.]

…

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 12.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 13.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 14.]

Whew. I used enough stone in my spell to create a small mountain. Commanding it to hold up a struggling monster as Mehta’s flames burn through my [Stone Grasp] was definitely rewarding. I’m not sure I’d like to do it again though.

[Mana Affinity has reached level 5.]

“Hmm, now that’s strange. Very strange,” I said.

“What is?” Gerial tilted his head. “You do know I can’t read your mind, right? That’s Roxxy’s job.”

“And I pay her well for it. Or rather, I’m paying for it dearly, since she’s got a bunch of my most embarrassing memories now.” I smiled. “[Mana Affinity] leveled up.”

“Again?” Gerial frowned. “That is strange.”

[Mana Affinity] was probably my most important skill. It was also the slowest to level up. Until now, only meeting powerful magicians and mana from across the world during the Descent had only caused it to level.

“That look tells me you have an idea,” Gerial said.

“Maybe. Wait, give me a second. I want to figure this out,” I said. “It seems important.”

I peered closely at the message, trying to discern its secrets. Mana had grown closer to me, and approved of me further, but I wasn’t sure why. The placement of the System notification told me that [Mana Affinity]’s level up was the most recent. It definitely hadn’t been there while I’d been waiting for my guards and Gerial to arrive.

Which meant it had happened after the monster fight.

“The wind mana,” I said. “I finally got to talk to the one element that’s been invisible to me.”

My conclusion made sense to me, but I felt like there was more to it.

“It must be the disabling of [Eye of the Crijik],” I realized. “But I’m not sure why.”

“Probably the idea of being watched. I’ve always felt a connection to wind mana in that area of my life, like they understand the concept and agree it’s annoying.” Gerial hummed, raking his fingers through his hair as he gathered wind mana in front of him. “Wind mana likes to be free. Usually, it follows its own whims. If they’re uncomfortable with the skill, then they might be hiding themselves from you instinctively, not realizing you’re actually a pretty nice person.”

I activated and deactivated [Eye of the Crijik] several times, trying to interact with wind mana in both instances.

After a few minutes, I had a sneaking suspicion that Gerial was right.

“I wonder if that’ll change when I attune to wind,” I said.

A chuckle interrupted my thoughts, and I looked over to see Gerial doubling over, his chuckles quickly turning into glee. My brother in Marks quickly devolved into a torrent of laughter so intense that he had red cheeks.

By the time he finished he had tears in his eyes.

I was genuinely confused. “What did I say?”

“‘When I attune to wind’. You say it like it’s inevitable.” Gerial bit his lip to prevent another bout of laughter. “I love the confidence.” He shifted his tone, deepening his voice and letting out each word a little slower and calmer than his usual. “‘Hi, I’m Andross Silver. Being a quad element magician isn’t enough for me. I’ll just go and attune to five different elements by the time I’m five. It’s not only easy, it’s guaranteed!’”

“Is that meant to be me?” I asked, a little miffed, but with a smile tugging at my lips. “Because I have a few months before I hit five, and I was hoping to find at least one more element after wind to attune to.”

“Bah, go back to humble school. I clearly taught you wrong.” Gerial shifted his hands, and a gust smacked lightly against my cheek.

I rubbed the spot it had hit, and then I laughed, startling Gerial. He was right. My words were a slap to the face to magicians around the world. Attuning to four elements so young was already insanity. Now, I was thinking of attuning to a fifth as though it were a natural progression of my life.

But I didn’t think I was wrong.

Five elements have accepted me. Four of which I have affinity for, I thought. And now I have five levels in [Mana Affinity]. Is that a coincidence? Possible. But I feel like I’ll be attuning to wind sooner rather than later.

I didn’t know what would happen when I attuned to wind. It was the final element I needed to complete the basic elemental quartet. Lightning was also a basic element, technically, but I felt like it fell into the same category as sound, connection, and life. It was adjacent to nature, and a part of it, but not in the same way as the four I held an affinity for.

“All right, we have that plan down pat,” I said. “Now to go and follow through with another. Talking to the Phoenixes.”

Gerial nodded and pushed himself off the ground. “All right, but I’d phrase it differently.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Visiting a friend is fine, but you can’t let anyone know your purpose. Otherwise, the entire world will start looking for the Phoenix or interfere in your efforts to. That can quickly become complicated. It’s better to show them an ulterior motive. One that nobody will doubt.”

“I hate politics,” I groaned. “Please tell me you have a plan in mind.”

Gerial smile, his posture straightening and his voice taking on a commanding tone. He had an air about him that spoke of absolute confidence.

The person standing in front of me was the Gerial who had grown up being a Marked one.

“You’re a Marked one and you’ve just slain a monster. This isn’t just visiting a friend and fulfilling your own desires. This is about sending a message,” Gerial leaned forward and tapped a finger against my chest. “This is a diplomatic mission. You’re visiting a powerful household that supplies armies with invaluable fire mana. If you play your cards right, the support of the people who fight monsters for a living can be a powerful gain. We’ll make sure the entire world focuses on that aspect.”

“Is that so?”

I smiled.

“Perfect.”


28 IF YOU’RE SO RICH, WHY CAN’T YOU HIRE THE FIRE BRIGADE?


The Mitra household was on the edge of a cliff and surrounded by a moat of fire. Phoenix cries sparked throughout the surroundings, and when I looked down over the cliff face, I saw that underneath us there were yet more flames.

It was the perfect place for a household of fire magicians.

The sound of a chime hit the air as a portal opened up behind me. Purple mist spilled out onto the floor, and Gold chirped with joy as Roxxy and William stepped out. Both were in formal wear, with William wearing a nice black suit with silver patterns and around his neck he’d chained together a myriad of gold chains with emblems. Roxxy had put on her magician’s robes, but the usual solid blue of a water magician was gone, and she had donned a set of robes that held the translucent silvery-greenish color of connection mana. The mana’s true color was a difficult tone to place onto fabric, but whichever company made the robes had nailed it.

“That’s different,” I remarked.

“My mum gave it to me when you were off talking to the rest of the Empire’s people. And I thought I could use a change,” Roxxy replied, tugging at the seams of her robe happily. “I’ve commissioned a robe that has both colors on it, but I figured, ‘why not?’. Connection magic isn’t so bad.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying.” William shook his head. “But nobody ever listens to me.”

“Maybe it’s the gold chains around your neck,” I said.

William glanced down at a series of chains. “These are Ashanti-verified protective regents. Guaranteed to deflect most information gathering spells.”

“They look like you’re about to be attacked and want all your wealth nearby so that you can run away with it.”

“If you think this is all of my wealth then you’ve vastly underestimated me.” William winked.

The scary thing was that I knew he was right.

Gold chirped with laughter as we gathered together. The Mitra family had offered a magnificent welcoming ceremony that would put all of us on display for the family and its guests to see.

I had rejected the offer vehemently.

Once, I’d seen Gerial attend a party celebrating a friend’s attunement in Koshima. The entire crowd had stopped talking and stared at him with awe as he walked up to the person of the hour and said a single sentence of congratulations to them. Then they’d continued to stay quiet as he left, completely avoiding him as they treated him like an untouchable object.

I shivered at the thought of that happening to me. It had been horrible to watch, and I didn’t want to experience it myself. Especially not with Amanda’s family.

Which was why I had my mask on.

The bone-white mask draped my physical features, and the regent’s effect obscured me from magical sight. Anyone who looked at me would see total darkness, or a variety of obscure colors.

“Remember, today I’m just plain old ordinary Andross,” I said.

“With Gold on your shoulder,” William pointed out. “A puffer that nobody would ever forget.”

Gold nodded, then he glanced at me and bobbed his head from side to side with attitude as he pretended to pick a fight with my words.

“Well, it’s still an official visit,” I said. “But I’m hoping that my status will be mitigated by my appearance and attitude. So long as the illusion of being normal is there, people will act like it.”

“I think you can pull it off.” Roxxy gave me an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “We’ll be your buffers. Talk to us like you would a friend, and people will treat you the same way.”

“Thanks.” I nodded.

I took a deep breath as the portal disappeared behind us, the thick fog of spatial mana retreating with it. We’d started preparing for the journey to the Mitra household the moment Gerial and I had returned to the Eye, but that didn’t mean we left immediately.

Three days had passed since then.

[Mana: 38,803 -> 38,968]

Gerial had told me to wait a few days before leaving, and I’d obliged. Apparently, he was engaging in some sort of political strategy involving multiple households and either appeasing them or making them see why visiting the Mitra household shouldn’t be an insult to them.

So much for trying to find a Phoenix. The bigger quest is making sure the powerhouses don’t throw a hissy fit about me not wanting to pop by for dinner. I chuckled mutely to myself. Maybe their food was granted to them by Fue, an ethereal meal that’s beyond creation itself.

I nudged my blasphemous thoughts out of my mind. Gerial couldn’t make it today. Or rather, he refused to leave the Eye.

“You sure you can’t join us?” I’d asked.

His exact words had been, “Talking with friends is fun. Talking with people is not fun.”

“But you can be invisible,” I’d protested.

Gerial simply shook his head. “Other things need to be done.”

Once he’d explained what he meant, I couldn’t fault his logic.

I was searching for a Phoenix, but that didn’t mean I had to search alone. The Mitra family was a lead, and it was a good one, but that didn’t mean it was the only one. Fue had me reincarnated into a world without resources and allies.

“A hundred thousand people would immediately start searching every corner of Ioa for the Phoenix if you asked.” Gerial smiled. “But we need to be subtler than that.”

“Because others would try to sabotage me or might even harm or kill the Phoenix just because I want to find it,” I’d nodded.

Being a Marked one had its privileges, but having the eyes of the world on me only made people more suspicious of every action I took.

“Exactly. You should go to the Mitra household and distract people publicly. Privately, I’ll handle this side of things,” Gerial had said. “I’ve got more experience with it, and I know you prefer talking to people in person.”

“Deal,” I’d said. “But make sure to meet up with us when we get back. We’ll go for ice cream after.”

“Fine, but you’re paying.”

I’d left with the faint sense that Gerial was more than content with his part in this. I’d grown up in a wooden hut, but managing the church was what he’d been raised to do. Its arms were his arms. Its legs were his legs.

Its eyes were his eyes.

And the church had a lot of eyes. They were always watching, but never seen.

In many ways the church of the Crijik was an organization that mimicked a living being. The priests were its legs, keeping it propped up from the foundations. The healers and soldiers were its hands, enacting its will upon Ioa. The bishops, archbishops, and cardinals were its mind, deciding every key action it made. Most important of all was its heart, the Marked one. They decided what values and priorities were focused on. But there was more to the church than what was seen on the surface.

The church of the Crijik’s spies were ancient when the world was still young. They were its eyes, and its ears.

And they would do what I wanted them to do.

Smack.

I went flying forward as a powerful hand smacked into my back.

“That’s an ominous expression if I ever saw one,” William said. “Don’t let power get to your head. People’s emotions and values can seem so small when viewed from the height of a tall tower, but that doesn’t make them any less real or important.”

“Ow,” I groaned. “Why is everyone focusing on pushing my back lately?”

“I’m toughening it up so that you’re used to heavy loads when you need to carry the weight of your followers on it.” William grinned, the happy expression casting doubt on the severity of his words. “Look, Gold’s already perfected the art of looking calm.”

The puffer jutted his chest out and flapped his wings, showing off his regal pose.

“Yeah, yeah.” I chuckled. “Come on, let’s get inside.”

We walked away from the cliff, and the flames below, making our way up a long and finely paved path of crimson stone. Out of respect for the family’s customs, we’d come barefooted, which was a relief because the stones were warm to the touch in a way that relaxed me.

A quick peek with [Mana Sense] showed me that every inch of the estate was covered in fire mana.

Amanda grew up here? No wonder she’s so in tune with her element. I looked around in wonder.

I’d always assumed that Amanda could transform her fingers and hair into flames because her bloodline had gifted her the ability, and while that was partially true, it wasn’t the full picture. She needed an innate connection with the element to have the kind of control she did, and that kind of affinity only came with time and effort.

Now, I could see where she’d established that affinity.

Flowers of all kinds were sprawled across the free spaces of the Mitra household, thriving in the fire mana around them. There was a faint sense of majesty within each one, and I wondered if they had grown here naturally, or if they’d been imported over the years to create a pseudo-cultivation environment for fire magicians. Either way, it was clear that this was heaven for those who could sense fire mana.

Six gates blocked the estate off from outsiders. Each one guarded a section of the estate that was at least three miles long, and we would have to walk the entire way.

“We did not think this through,” I said. “Maybe I should have asked to be dropped off closer.”

“I think we can walk it,” Roxxy said. She’d gathered a wall of water around her, blocking off some of the heat from the nearby flames. “It’ll give us time to get used to the place.”

Gold glanced at the gates, then at the sky.

Then he let out a triumphant chirp and leapt off my shoulder, flying off into the air. With a spin and a twirled he bypassed the security easily. I suspected that wouldn’t normally be the case, but the Mitra had likely keyed him in somehow.

“Little traitor!” I shouted after him.

His happy chirrups hit my ears as he returned and teasingly swooped over my head.

“Okay, okay.” William chuckled. “Let’s get to walking.”

“You don’t seem very hot,” I said, suspicion lacing my voice.

William rubbed one of the gold chains wrapped around his neck. “Money can buy a lot of comfort, if you know how to look.”

I shook my head, holding back a chuckle, and we began our long trek up to the main building. The entire estate was atop a mountain, and the cliff we’d been on had been a single jut at the halfway point. Moving upward, the six gates were attached to six walls, each separating a different section of the estate. In the outer ring I could see what looked to be a series of gardens filled with beautiful flowers and statues with fountains of icy-cool water for those who wished to relax. The second ring had houses in it for the staff to live in, and there were enough people living there that I could see a small shop and market in the middle. These were the families of the people who helped run the world-spanning Mitra organization.

The third ring had a training center and several classroom areas. They were a completely different style of classroom compared to Koshima, each one an open-air area with multiple mats for people to sit and lay on.

There’s too many people here for it to just be Mitra family members, I thought. They probably train fire magicians from the ground up.

The Mitra family’s main export was fire mana in the form of fire beads. But only Amanda and her grandfather could make them in bulk, since the skill was terribly difficult to unlock and master. Most of the people I saw in the classrooms would be dedicating their lives to learning that spell and creating a supply of beads that could meet the never ending demand of humanity.

Their second biggest export was fire magicians.

Did you need a fire magician to defend your town? The Mitra family had you covered.

Did you want to book a fire magician for a party? The Mitra family had you covered.

Did you want to learn fire magic from a genuine master? You guessed it. The Mitra family had you covered.

“This place is neat,” Roxxy said, her eyes scoping out the inner rings. “I always forget how big these households get.”

“They could match Zodiac for size.” William nodded. “And in raw power they’ve likely a match for any monster hunting company.”

“They’ve got great fire power,” I said.

William and Roxxy groaned.

“I know we’ve gotten a lot closer lately, but we’re not that close,” Roxxy said.

“That’s a lie and you know it,” I countered.

She splashed water against my face in response.

I gathered the droplets in my hands, collecting them in the air and forming a cool stream that swept through my hair and across my robes. My [Water Manipulation] ability had improved by leaps and bounds, and I could feel the mana within gazing out curiously to their fiery brethren. Normally, they would try to start a fight, but in my presence both were calm.

This will be a breeze. I smiled. A pleasant walk and then a nice party and chat with the Phoenixes. Smooth sailing all the way.

Or so I thought.

We were stopped the moment we reached the first gate.

“Name and invitation, please,” a stout voice said.

I looked up at the person manning the gate. To my surprise he wasn’t a fire magician. Instead, he had a faint confidence and strength about him that I’d sensed from my guards. The spear by his side confirmed to me that his abilities came from a mastery of aura, and not magic.

“Andross Silver,” I replied. “Marked one of the Crijik. I don’t have an invitation.”

The guard chuckled. “Nice try kid.”

Well, this is certainly unexpected. Clearly, this guy wasn’t at the descent. Also, nobody told me I needed an invitation. I’m the reason everyone is getting invited.

“Is it the lack of a puffer on my shoulder?” I asked. I looked around and realized that Gold had disappeared into the distance. “He just flew off, but I promise it’s really me.”

The man leaned forward, a jovial smile on his lips. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. Why would the Marked one of the Crijik hide behind a mask?”

“Oh, he’s got you there,” William said from beside me.

“Shh.” I nudged him with my elbow.

I was feeling more awkward than panicked.

If I reveal myself to him now, he’s going to feel really awkward, but we can laugh it off. But if I do it after arguing more, then he could get in real trouble. He seems like a nice enough guy. I made my decision. Okay. Nice chat it is.

With a swift wave of my hand, I took my mask off, revealing my true features to the guard.

He didn’t look impressed.

“No purple eyes,” The guard raised a hand to his chin, rubbing it pensively. “And isn’t the new Marked one supposed to be a toddler?”

I sighed. “Here. [Mana Sanctuary].”

A single mote of golden mana ejected from my manapool. The authority of a divine and the willpower of a thousand emperors filled the air, and I immediately subdued the mana’s emissions so that it wouldn’t hurt the man in front of me. An ordinary person might faint when coming into contact with regular mana. Divine mana would crush them like a bug.

The guard’s knees slammed into the ground so hard that I winced.

Clearly, I didn’t reduce the power enough, I thought.

With a wave of my hand, I deactivated my skill. I didn’t want to traumatize the poor man. Especially since it was his job to do a security check on anyone coming in.

To his credit, the guard had clasped his spear and struck at me the moment I’d released my mana. The sharp tip was pointed at my neck, trying to break through, but it had been blocked by a sliver of silver metal that’d I’d moved in front of me to protect myself. It had come from within my robe, where I’d stashed a few pieces of the metal to defend myself with, but even if it hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have been in trouble.

I could control his spear if I wanted to, I thought.

“I’d put that away if I were you,” William said. “Nothing good happens to a person who points a spear at a Marked one.

“Hey, let’s not talk like that,” I said.

William glanced at me with a raised eyebrow.

“I think he’s worried that you’re making us sound like B-grade movie bullies,” Roxxy added. “You should be nicer. Threatening people doesn’t make anyone happy in this situation.”

“B-grade movie bullies? How many movies did you see in my memories?” I asked.

Roxxy whistled innocently in response. “Just the ones you saw in your teenage years. You know. All of them.”

I paled at her words, but there were more important things to worry about.

The guard’s face was pale, and sweat was beading atop his forehead as he rested on his knees. At first, I thought the divine mana had been too much for him, but then I saw his quivering eyes glued onto me, an emotion deeper than fear growing within them.

He was terrified of me.

“Hey there.” I waved.

The guard’s lips shook as his gaze shifted from me to the weapon in his hands. The same one he’d just tried to stab through my neck.

“S-sorry, D-Divine,” the man’s words came out as a stutter. “I didn’t know it was really you.”

“I get that a lot.” I smiled.

The whole church didn’t believe I was Marked until recently.

I held out my hand and clasped the guard’s arm, pulling on it and helping him up. The man squeaked in surprise, and I decided it was better not to react to the childlike sound. He looked like he wanted to go straight back to kneeling the moment I let go.

“No need to kneel, I’m not really comfortable with it,” I explained, hoping that my words could stop him from following years of tradition. I gently raised my hand and shifted the spear away from my neck. “Maybe put that away for now.”

The guard groaned, startling me. “Holy Fue, I tried to kill you. I tried to kill a Marked one.”

I could feel his despair. Attacking a Marked one didn’t put his job or his livelihood at stake. It would cost him his life.

“No, no, that’s my fault, not yours.” I held my hand up placatingly. “I should have given you some warning. But hey, now you know it’s me, right? I think that’s a pretty good outcome.”

“Really? You won’t hold it against me?” The guard was still trembling.

“Of course not,” I said resolutely. “Let’s start this again. I’m Andross Silver. Lovely to meet you. What’s your name?”

“R-Rosenbloom, Holy Divine.”

“Rosenbloom, hey, that’s a cool name,” I said. “Listen, I’m not mad. Why don’t we just pretend this never happened? I’d be fine with that.”

My assurances didn’t seem to calm the man down at all. If anything, he’d grown even paler.

[He’s worried that he’s going to be punished anyway.] Roxxy’s connection brushed against my mind. [And he will be unless you do something to show that you’re really not offended. Officially, Amanda’s family will fire him, but it’s likely one of them will fear you’re just hiding your anger and make him ‘disappear’ to appease you.]

[What?! I don’t want that! Why would I ever want that?] I thought back to her.

Roxxy shrugged. [It doesn’t matter what you want. All that matters is what they think you want. And humans tend to think of the worst outcomes first.]

“Are you two just going to stand still and look at each other?” William asked.

I coughed at his words and Roxxy giggled.

“Sorry,” I said. “Rosenbloom, why don’t you join us today as a guide? At the very least until we reach the estate.”

William nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

The guard was stunned. For a full minute he stood stock-still, and I was growing worried he’d fallen unconscious from fear and shock. Then he shook his head and blinked away his surprise, grabbing his spear with enthusiasm as he stepped forward and opened the gate.

A moment later Rosenbloom used a regent within the gate to call for another guard to take his place, and the moment the transfer was confirmed he left the guardhouse to guide us through the other rings.

“Are you certain you don’t want me to inform the other gates of your coming in advance, holy divine?” Rosenbloom asked.

“Just Andross is fine,” I said. “And yeah, you can do that personally.”

That way everyone sees that he’s in my group. Or at least a part of it temporarily. What do people even call a Marked one’s group?

[They call them entourages] Roxxy replied.

I shivered. [I prefer the word friends.]

Asking Rosenbloom to join us turned out to be the best decision I could have made. The guard was quick to adjust to my attitude and was knowledgeable about the entire estate. After we passed through the first four gates, I knew about the Mitra family’s entire philosophy and also had knowledge of their vassal households, most of whom lived on the property in the fourth ring.

The guard also helped us fend off any people who wanted to come and touch me. Which was a strange phenomenon that happened to almost everyone we’d passed after the second gate. Those guards had spread the word that I’d arrived, and more people gathered with each gate we passed.

Amanda joined us at the fifth gate, Agni resting on her head and Gold peeking down at us from her shoulders.

She dismissed the crowds with a wave of her hand and a glare.

“Sorry, sorry.” Amanda stepped down in front of me. “Why didn’t you guys fly?”

William and I glanced at each other.

“We thought it would be rude,” I admitted. “And we don’t know what defenses this place has. I don’t want to be blown out of the sky.”

“Right.” Amanda smacked her forehead. “I forgot I’m allowed through automatically. Oh, hi Rosenbloom.”

“Lady Mitra,” Rosenbloom bowed. “It is lovely to make your acquaintance again.”

I watched with amusement as Amanda squirmed uncomfortably at the guard’s formal actions. I’m glad to see I’m not the only one he’s formal with.

“Okay, okay, come on, come on.” Amanda grabbed my arm. “My grandfather’s waiting, and my whole family.”

Agni chirped from her head.

Many Phoenix. All Phoenix. Want to chat. Meet Andross.

“Great,” I replied. “I can’t wait to— Ah.”

My words were cut away as Amanda dragged me forward, and then looked up. Golden flames wrapped around her as she moved, forming radiant wings upon her back as she merged with Agni and leapt into the air.

“Now we can fly!” She shouted.

Gold hopped off of her shoulder, taking to the skies beside us.

I took out two stone platforms from my inventory and used [Earth Manipulation] to keep myself afloat. Amanda’s magic was strong enough to lift me up, but it wasn’t comfortable dangling off her hand. Or very regal.

William and Roxxy chose to stay with Rosenbloom, waving at us as we made our way to the estate proper.

“And you’re sure I’m not about to be absolutely obliterated by the estate’s regents?” I asked. I could see the gates powering up below us and it unnerved me.

Amanda shook her head. “My bloodline unlocks access to everything. Stick to me and you’ll be golden.”

“You’re golden,” I said. “Literally.”

She beamed in response. “I know. Okay, this next part is really cool. Drop down…now!”

“Wait, what?”

Amanda’s wings disappeared the moment she spoke, and she plummeted downward. I gaped at her, and then jumped down alongside her. Agni and Gold joined me, and the moment I reached the halfway point to the ground fire gathered around me, automatically centered on my feet.

It looked like I was falling from the edge of the atmosphere, flames billowing around me, but instead of burning me, they slowed down my descent.

I landed with a gentle footfall, stepping down onto the crimson pavement with a smile.

“Now then.” I looked up at the massive mansion Amanda’s family called home. “Let’s go greet your family.”


29 THAT’S A FLOCKING LOT OF PHOENIXES


Icouldn’t escape the Mitra family fast enough.

They. Were. Relentless.

[Help!] I cried out to Roxxy with my mind. [They’re killing me with kindness and gifts. My only weakness!]

Roxxy perked up, stopping her chat with one of Amanda’s aunts and striding over to intercept the dozen Mitra that were trying to get me to accept their finely packaged gifts. William and Gerial had both warned me not to accept them, even if it seemed like the kind thing to do. Each accepted gift could have dire implications, and my real friends would never give me gifts.

Wait. Is that right?

“Hey Andross, remember that thing we had to talk about?” Roxxy pushed aside a particularly fussy Mitra. “I’ve got an update.”

“Great.” I grinned. “Everybody, please leave us to our talk. It’s private.”

The Mitra looked like they wanted to object, but a shadow loomed over them as I spoke.

It was Rosenbloom.

The guard had his arms crossed, his muscles rippling under iron armor, and the Mitra pursed their lips and left. They were his bosses, but right now he was representing a higher authority. I wouldn’t be surprised if he got promoted after this.

[If Rosenbloom worked for me, I’d promote him.] I breathed my first breath of fresh air in hours. [Holy Fue. People don’t treat Gerial like this. They wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole.]

[It’s because you’re too kind.] Roxxy paused. [And because of your face.]

[What’s wrong with my face?] I asked.

[It’s too inviting. You’re a leader, but your expression makes you look passive. Which makes people less afraid to approach you. Anyway, Amanda wanted me to bring you around to meet with Agni anyway. I think she got swept up by her granddad.]

Roxxy and I chatted telepathically as we walked, and I saw William dancing around a crowd of Mitra vassal household members, deep in a conversation about their asset management styles. He was enjoying not being the center of attention for once, and out of respect for him we hadn’t given away his identity as the owner of the [Wisdom] skill.

As far as everyone was concerned, William was a normal person who was friends with a Marked one. It was a reputable position, but not one that would make everyone go crazy around him.

I’m sure a few people know who he really is, but they’re not going to make a scene here. I hummed happily to myself.

“The Phoenix room?” Rosenbloom blinked in surprise when we asked. “It should be through here.”

Rosenbloom looked uncertain, and I quickly realized it was because he was a gate guard, and not used to being inside the mansion. But after he double-checked with one of the estate guards, he guided us deeper into the mansion and through a few more corridors. After a few minutes I was starting to suspect that there was magic at play. The mansion hadn’t looked as big as it was from the outside.

Soon, we were out of the crowds and in a completely empty section of the estate. Rosenbloom stayed behind as we reached a corridor marked with statues of golden flames, assuring us that there would be nobody else inside from here on out.

Roxxy and I stopped in front of a large door with a picture of a Phoenix.

“This should be it,” Roxxy said. She had a bead of sweat on her forehead, the only sign that the connection between us had worn her out.

“It is,” I said with certainty.

Through the door I could feel fire mana dancing and pouncing joyfully. Pushing it open, I discovered the source of the fire mana. Several dozen perches made of rubies jutted out of the walls, and perched on them were Phoenixes, each one turning to stare at me as I stepped inside.

Andross!

Angi’s gleeful chirp hit my ears, and I looked up to see her perched alongside Gold on the second highest ruby rung. She swooped off of it and flew toward me, followed closely by Gold. She landed on my head, nestling comfortably in my hair, and Gold settled on my shoulder.

“I was wondering where you two had gone.” I scratched Gold’s neck. “You beat me to it.”

“Oh, you made it before I did,” Amanda’s voice called out from behind me. “Sorry, Grandpa really wanted me to talk to the rest of the family. Apparently. they’ve been dying to meet me.”

The venom in her tone told me how little she thought of those words.

“I didn’t mind when they ignored me, but now that they were trying their hardest not to, it’s unbearable.” Amanda stepped beside me, shaking her head in annoyance. “All they want to do is try to use me to get to you. It’s annoying.”

“It’s like trying to fend off a dozen predators at all times,” Roxxy agreed.

“Sorry.” I gave Amanda a pat on the shoulder. “It hasn’t been easy.”

Amanda smiled, then gazed at the Phoenixes gathered before us. “Oh, I wasn’t talking about you guys, though. You’ve all been awesome.”

The Phoenixes chirped in thanks.

There were forty-six in total. Much more than I’d spotted during the Descent.

The Mitra family have been hiding their power.

Each Phoenix was different, with most emitting flames of a lighter shade of red than Agni. Agni was small enough to fit on my head, and the other Phoenixes ranged from a similar size to small enough to land on my fingernails.

None of them had the brilliant gold of Agni and Amanda’s transformation, and most barely had animalistic features at all. Those ones just looked like moving flames with loose feathers. The strength of the bloodline determined the strength of the Phoenix, and as most awakened Mitra members only had partial bloodlines, their Phoenixes were weaker than Amanda’s.

Their perches reflected their power, with the weakest Phoenixes resting on the bottommost rungs present, and the strongest almost touching the roof. Agni had been sitting second from the top, representing her place in the hierarchy.

A bright blue Phoenix was perched upon the highest ruby branch.

Andross Silver, I greet you once again.

“Matarisvan, it’s great to see you,” I replied. “Were your feathers always so blue? I like it.”

Adopting the red flames of my brethren is a formality done for the public.

The Phoenix preened at my words. Matarisvan was by far the largest of the Phoenixes, and when I looked closer, his bright blue feathers were actually flames, identical in color to Amanda’s grandfather’s wings.

Matarisvan was far, far larger than Agni. It was a difference of multitudes. If Agni was the size of a European swallow, then Matarisvan would match the largest peacock.

“Are you understanding any of this?” Amanda whispered to Roxxy.

“I feel the gist of their intentions,” Roxxy replied. “I’d need to connect to Andross’s thoughts to hear it all.”

A curious magician. Matarisvan chuckled, a familiar sound I’d heard countless times from Agni. She hears intentions but not words. Curious indeed.

“See, I know he just laughed at me,” Roxxy said. “I just don’t know why.”

“He thinks you look like a fish,” I lied.

Roxxy shot me a glare, not fooled in the slightest.

Matarisvan turned to me. But there is more you wish to speak about, is there not?

“There is,” I confirmed. “Agni told you about the Phoenix, right?”

The gathered flock broke out into conversation, their words too fast and overlapping too thickly for me to grasp. Several of the bird’s burst into flames, their curiosity and emotions getting the better of them.

I grasped several snippets of conversation.

Big Phoenix?

Agni not lie.

The Phoenix is real.

Is it? No. Cannot be.

There was discord among them. Not every Phoenix was the same, nor did they think as one. But on the whole, they seemed to have believed Agni’s words.

Finally, Matarisvan raised his wing, and a puff of blue flames enveloped the room, drawing all attention to him.

We have heard from Agni. Now we wish to hear from you. The Phoenix is a legend we speak of often.

“Phoenix? It sounds like you’re capitalizing that P there,” I said.

You are correct. We believe that our origin, the Phoenix is being. However, ‘the Phoenix’ itself is also a title, and a name. Both are worthy of our respect and worship, that is why we treat it with the highest of honors. But proof of its existence had been scarce. Do you bring proof?

“I do,” I said. “Roxxy is here to help us with that.”

Roxxy nodded, and connection mana gathered at her hands. This was the main reason why she’d accompanied me here while William distracted the Mitra outside.

She would be sharing my memory of Fue’s dream with the gathered Phoenixes.

“Roxxy is a connection magician,” I explained. “She can help share what I’ve seen⁠—”

“Granted, it’s never worked how we wanted it to,” Roxxy muttered.

“—and hopefully it’ll help us get closer to figuring out the mystery of its existence.” I ignored her interruption.

And you are sure that you are not simply dreaming? Matarisvan asked.

The Phoenix’s emotions were hard to read, but my time with Agni and Gold had given me some experience in reading bird emotions. Matarisvan didn’t look mocking, or disbelieving. Instead, he sounded hopefully, almost eager in a way.

He was hoping that my dreams were real more than anyone.

“I’ve got reason to be certain that they are,” I hesitated. “The Timeless Emperor seems to think so, at least. He says he met an echo of the Phoenix, wrapped in chains just like I’ve seen it.”

My words caused a myriad of whispers among the Phoenixes, their chirps melding into a symphony of curiosity and raised spirits.

Then let us not delay a moment longer. Matarisvan raised his wings. Hui. Boier. Come and aid the nestmate of the Marked one.

I blinked. “She’s not⁠—”

“Shh, I need to focus,” Roxxy interjected. “This isn’t easy, you know.”

There was a knock on my mind as our connection reasserted itself. She chuckled as she read my thoughts and realized what the Phoenix had said, but then she focused on the birds around me.

“This is the difficult part,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m not used to connecting to other minds, let alone non-human ones.”

“I think the Phoenixes have that part covered,” I said.

Not every Mitra was a fire magician. Two had become connection magicians before unlocking their bloodlines and had chosen to pursue their craft further as dual-element magicians.

As a result, their Phoenixes had also taken on the properties of connection magic.

Help coming!

We connect!

Two small Phoenixes, who I assumed were Hui and Boier, flew from the middle rungs and circled around Roxxy. Their feathers shifted from red to silver-green, connection mana spilling forth from them.

When their mana met Roxxy’s, the connection strengthened. Like a bridge formed from two halves, I felt the connection strengthen. Roxxy breathed a sigh of relief as most of the burden was taken off of her, and she directed the rest of the spell toward the Phoenixes, each of them accepting the connection the moment it brushed against their minds.

[Andross, think of the dream,] Roxxy said. [And nothing else.]

[Are you going to get more of my memories?] I asked.

Her expression told me the answer. [Try not to spend too much time there. I can’t hold on forever.]

I nodded and activated [Meditation].

It was a simple precaution, the skill making it easier to push aside my wayward thoughts and distracting emotions. I sunk deep into concentration, focusing solely on the memory of the dream. Thankfully, the memory had become crystal clear ever since Roxxy and I had cast the spell the first time.

One by one, the Phoenixes lowered their heads and their flames dimmed. Their minds could feel me through our connection, dozens of scattered thoughts entering the bridge. They were brushed aside by the two Phoenixes helping Roxxy, both of them acting as guards and pillars of support as my friend focused on maintaining the spell.

“Turn your focus to me,” I said. “See what I see.”

The Phoenixes obeyed.

Matarisvan was the first to fully engage, his mind brushing against mine and my memories touching his own.

He fell still.

Then the Phoenix below him fell still.

With an eerie quiet, all sounds within the room slowly came to a halt.
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When I opened my eyes, the world had changed around me. Before me was a path of infinity stretching out across the cosmos. My presence caused its surface to ripple, each tiny wave cascading into each other, and clashing chaotically.

In seconds, the waves met with an object.

It was near me, and it was distant. It was familiar, yet a stranger.

When it felt my presence, it let out a soft cry. The sound echoed out across the expanse, infinity and the stars shaking in its wake. A brilliant golden flame accompanied the cry, and two wings unfurled, growing ever larger as they sought to overwhelm everything around them.

The Phoenix.

Not a Phoenix by title. It was the Phoenix, by name, both the ruler and owner of the title.

The chains were pulled taut against its flesh, the red and black bindings present once more, but joined by another. In previous dreams there were a few links, gray and sharp as blades, which had replaced the chains that had broken. Now, those chains were more numerous, clasping the Phoenix in their grasp and sending waves of pain through it.

[Help.]

A single blue box appeared in front of my vision, but unlike the others, I could hear it. Its voice enveloped my being. The Phoenix was trying to communicate with me. It was calling for my aid. And it was in pain. Terrible, agonizing pain.

The chains that bound it stopped it from moving further. Red, black, and gray links stifled the Phoenix’s cry before it reached its crescendo, pulling down and forcing it back into submission. Each time I dreamed, the Phoenixes’ cry fell on deaf ears. But this time, the call was answered.

Chained, and imprisoned!

It is in pain!

We will help!

Dozens of replies echoed out, miniscule in comparison to the massive Phoenix’s, but no less passionate. The Phoenix moved its head, the chains only allowing it to rise slightly, and it gazed out into the surroundings, its golden flames flickering with joy.

The Phoenixes could see what I saw. They could hear what I heard. But unlike me, they were connected to the Phoenix. Drawn to it.

And they wanted to save it.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t possible. I could hear them, but each Phoenix was experiencing its own version of my dream. They were splintered and separated, their full power and connection to the Phoenix unable to manifest.

“Agni?” I asked.

The Phoenix ignored me. Or maybe it couldn’t hear me. But as my voice spread thin across the vast surroundings, they shifted, and for a moment I felt the presence of another. Ancient, yet never young. Infinite, and yet beyond the stars. Even the flames of the Phoenix dimmed and flickered in its presence.

Each of the Phoenix’s cries darkened and died. Once mighty, they were frozen just like the stars, but I could still sense their presence. Faintly.

It was being overwhelmed by the newcomer.

“You were here before,” I said. “In my other dreams.”

I spoke with absolute certainty. Something else had heard the cry of the Phoenix and came to its aid.

And it was Divine.

The world stilled as something gazed at it from behind.

They didn’t have a form, nor did they make their presence known in any perceivable way, but as I drew to a halt, the atmosphere shifted. The stars grew brighter, the scent of nature tickled my nose, and a sense of calm washed over me. Each change was invigorating, despite how tiny they were.

“I know you.” I turned around, moving my focus away from the Phoenix and onto the stranger. “If you manifested, you would probably destroy my sanity. Or Roxxy’s. Or reality itself. So, thank you for holding back.”

With their arrival, the connection should have exploded. Their existence was too much, even in a dream.

But this time, the dream continued.

“I know that you come at the end of every dream to answer the call. To save the Phoenix. But your presence is too strong. It shatters the dream,” I said. “But, if you cannot answer the cry directly, aid me, and I will free it myself.”

The Phoenix’s cry had touched my soul. I had never gotten a clear look at it before the dream ended, but now that the world was still, I could see the agony within its eyes, and wounds marring its surface.

I could see its pain.

And so could the divine that had arrived to help it.

“I won’t let something experience this suffering for eternity.” I promised.

I can only hope that it understands me, even as a divine.

There was no reply, but the world once again stirred, the stillness vanishing as dozens of Phoenixes appeared in the air around me. They let out chirps of confusion as they spotted me, and then each other.

Until now, all of their viewings had been separate.

Now, they were united.

Andross.

Agni chirped a greeting from on top of my head.

How do this? Roxxy magic strong. Not strong enough.

“I think we were helped,” I said.

Andross Silver, your words were true.

Matarisvan was beside me, his blue flames coalescing and transforming before my eyes. Hints of gold swam within their depths, whispering of magic and power.

I can feel our origin. Ever stronger. Ever wondrous. Chained, but not defeated. Come! Let us take flight!

Matarisvan cried out, and his brethren joined him, a storm of flames and emotions forming a bond stronger than sounds. A harmonic melody hit my ears as the Phoenixes greeted their progenitor in unity. Their flames brightened, taking on hints of gold, and atop my head I saw Agni’s golden fire billowing over my hair and shoulders.

A figure swooped off of my head, but it wasn’t the tiny Phoenix I expected. Agni had grown bigger than Matarisvan, her figure draped in a veil of radiant gold.

The flock soared across the path of infinity, their flames pushing back the light of the stars and the darkness of space. With each passing second their flames grew brighter, and more powerful. But the expanse was vast, and the power of the Phoenix was waning.

“It’s not enough,” I sighed.

As I spoke, the first Phoenix faltered. Then the second. A third soon followed, and then more.

The Phoenixes cried out helplessly as they tried to reach the chained Phoenix. They wanted to help it. They needed to help it. Through our connection I could feel their sorrow, and their realization. A part of them had been found, only for them to see it chained and out of their reach. Now, they refused to part with it again.

The connection is weak. We will soon lose it.

Matarisvan’s cry echoed throughout the memory.

My brethren, we cannot surpass this challenge as splinters. Our unity must be final.

A change shimmered across the Phoenixes at his words. A puff of golden flames exited the first Phoenix that had fallen, flying to Matarisvan and adding to his flames.

Then that Phoenix disappeared.

Matarisvan let out a sorrowful cry as the blue Phoenix absorbed his brethren’s flames. More soon joined them, each passing on their flames to the Phoenixes ahead of them. One by one the flock disappeared, dispelled from the dream and away from the Phoenix. They went joyfully, each feeling the bond strengthening as their powers flowed into the leader of the flock.

In minutes, the only ones left were Agni and Matarisvan. The two looked at each other, both now encased in golden flames, and both reaching ever closer to the Phoenix’s chains.

Matarisvan flapped his wings, the gesture sending out a plume of gold that ascended to Agni and embraced her.

Carry our bond with the Phoenix until the end. That is what I decree.

Agni let out a sorrowful chirp. She had been entrusted with their hopes and would lead me to their origin.

The Phoenixes had picked their chosen.

Matarisvan disappeared, and as his final flames entered Agni’s body, my friend let out a cry, her power warping reality around her. The flames exploded outward, encasing my vision and enveloping me with their heat. Contained within them were emotions, and thoughts. Hopes, and dreams.

Agni turned to face me, and then she chirped.

It’s time.

“Okay.”

With a wave of my hand the area around me disappeared. This was, after all, only a dream. The Phoenix was out there, but it would not be found within my memories. It was waiting out there, somewhere in the world of Ioa, wanting to be rescued. And now we had a way to do so.

The world went dark around me, the Phoenix’s light dying out.

And then the dream was over.
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“Andross!”

Amanda and Roxxy looked at Agni and me with concern, but I held my hand up to stop them, a smile tugging at my lips.

The dream was over, but the connection had been formed.

“Agni.” Amanda stopped in shock. “You’re huge!”

Agni was in front of me, her golden flames billowing out until they reached the level they had in my dream. The young Phoenix now reached my chest in height, and she flapped her golden wings elegantly as Gold chirped in surprise.

A soft coo entered my ears, and I looked up to see the other Phoenixes swooning. Concern shot through me as one fell, their fiery spark weakened until it was an ember. The others held firm, at least for now, and they looked to me, their eyes dim as though they were missing something important.

Matarisvan let out a sharp cry.

We have gifted you our connection, but it will find its way back to us soon. Hurry and use it while you can.

His blue flames had retreated, revealing radiant turquoise feathers underneath, but I could see the fire returning to his eyes even as he spoke. His connection with the Phoenix could not be broken. Not forever.

The Phoenixes looked at Agni expectantly, and she nodded.

I can find the origin.

Agni said.

I am certain.

A puff of golden flames exited her body, and Agni lowered her head in concern. In just a few seconds, she had already grown smaller. I activated my [Mana Sense] and confirmed what my eyes had seen.

The connection was fading.

Without hesitation Agni launched herself at the door, flying through it and along the corridors. Amanda and Roxxy gave shouts of surprise, and I heard another as the door opened fully, revealing William walking into the room.

His eyes widened with surprise. “Was that Agni?”

“Yeah, and there’s no time to waste.” I replied.

The Phoenix’s golden trail of flames was already dissipating. With a wave of my hand, I conjured stone hands to carry us, and enveloped my friends in them.

Within seconds we were flying through the corridors, carried by the elements.

“Agni is going to lead us to the Phoenix.”


30 IS THAT A SWORD IN YOUR HANDS OR ARE YOU JUST HAPPY TO SEE ME?


[Help.]

The sole word echoed throughout my mind as I traveled over the Mitra estate. Amanda, William, and Roxxy each clung to the stone hands carrying them, but as we entered the open air, I shifted the element and transformed it into a platform that carried us all across the sky. Gold chirped from my shoulder, and his grip tightened, each talon digging deeper into my robe.

Agni was ahead of us, her golden form radiant even in the sun. With each passing second that golden light dimmed, flames breaking off and returning to the Phoenixes it had been borrowed from.

“Can we speed up?” Amanda asked, the wind whipping at her face. “I can feel her holding back for us.”

“On it,” I replied. “Hold on tight.”

William tensed, the first to react, and the girls let out shouts of surprise as the platform sped up. There was no hesitation in my action, and no fear that I would drop my friends. Gold and I had already experienced this kind of acceleration and more when racing along the skies with Mehta.

The moment we rocketed forward, Agni allowed herself to let go of her restraint, matching us and surpassing us.

But she was still holding back.

“We’re going to go even faster,” I said.

“We’re ready.” Amanda nodded.

“And what about you guys?” I asked. “I want you with me too this time.”

Five figures appeared on my stone platform, each wearing a one-eyed mask and clasping their swords. None looked worried as the winds tried to knock them down, and each was balanced as precisely as they would be on the ground.

They were my guards.

William glanced at them. “The Phoenix is imprisoned. That means there must be a warden. It would be wise to prepare as though we’re going to battle.”

“Send word to the church,” I said. “We may need the help of the cardinals.”

My guard captain nodded, his faith in my actions unshakeable. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have the full context for my actions, all that mattered was that I was doing them, and so they must be right.

With a flick of my hands dual pillars of fire and water flowed out of my inventory,

Quicker.

Faster.

Their intentions melded with mine, and the elements aided our acceleration. Soon, we were flying in a mass of stone, water, and fire, each element working in harmony as I reached my maximum speed.

How quickly could we fly if I was attuned to wind?

The world flew by below us as we headed faintly westward. Thankfully, Agni seemed to have also reached her full speed.

My thoughts turned to the branch from the burning lake that still lay in my inventory, the six attunements within it ready to be studied, and one ready to be learned. Now that I could finally see wind mana, it would be time to study it and unlock all the elements I had affinities for. But that couldn’t be done in a moment’s notice, so I pushed it out of my mind.

Gold chirped, his words lost in the wind but the intention clear.

“You noticed it too?”

We weren’t just moving quickly. We were going at the exact speed that Mehta and I had reached at our fastest.

He could have gone faster. But he held back.

I frowned.

If I hadn’t raced with Mehta, then I would never have risked moving this quickly with my friends on board. Not because they were in danger, but because I hadn’t tried flying that quickly and didn’t know my own capabilities. That race hadn’t just been fun, it had been practice of a skill I’d rarely used before. A skill that was now coming in handy with my quest.

“I didn’t know you could move this fast,” Roxxy said. Her voice was lost in the wind, but the elements carried it to me.

“Mehta’s Marked one helped me. And it wasn’t a coincidence,” I said with certainty.

Gold chirped in agreement.

There was another piece of the puzzle slotting into place. One that I had missed but was no less important. Fue had sent the dream to me. I had no proof of that, but I also didn’t doubt it. But she wasn’t the one who was trying to save the Phoenix in the dream.

I recognized the sensation of improvement and wonder that had accompanied the divine. It was the sensation of nature growing and shifting the world in its wake.

It was the presence of Mehta, divine of nature.

“Looks like the Phoenix has more than one helper,” I said.

But I don’t know what that means for me. Or for the world.

The games of the divines were a mystery to me and all of humanity. Their whims, and their thoughts, were too alien to comprehend, but they also didn’t play a part in my decision. Agni was a part of the Phoenix, and my friend, and now she cried for it. She had felt its pain. She knew its agony. And she had decreed its end.

That alone was enough for me to go to the Phoenix’s aid.

“Andross, if you’re right and other Marked ones are interfering, then I’ll have to interject before you start trying to wonder why. Don’t focus on the past just yet. It’s important, but what’s more important right now is ensuring our safety in the present.” William’s voice broke my chain of thought. “Bring in Gerial now, while we’re still in a secure situation. You can handle the strain, and your guards can pick up the slack if your elemental control begins to falter.”

His words were an order, filled with [Wisdom].

“[Celestial Convergence].”

I activated my skill instantly. William was right. I’d been thinking about why this was all happening, and it had distracted me from the obvious. The machinations of divines couldn’t be discerned in an instant, but we could call upon our friends.

A path hidden within me became crystal clear as I activated [Celestial Convergence], and newly uncovered, I could see a connection pulsing over it and heading outward. A single tug of my heart told me that the person connected to it had felt my call, and a rush of power shot through me.

Mists of purple and gold mana expelled from my pores, filling the air as I buckled over in pain. The divine presence of my mana threatened to overwhelm my connection with the elements as it focused on its new task, but I kept hold of the magic I’d cast, forcing them all to work in harmony.

Through teary eyes, I felt my mark pulsating, working in conjunction with the mana around me to form a portal above my head.

Then, I felt something.

It was like someone was stepping onto my heart. The sensation pulsated within me, growing larger as an object far bigger than my physical form roamed through me. It was followed by another. And then another.

A shadow fell over me as someone stepped out of the portal. My guards unsheathed their swords, not to do battle, but to salute the newcomer.

“Andross?” Gerial’s voice smacked into my ears.

His voice was accompanied by movement and several figures appeared on the platform. The pain abruptly stopped as I felt a snap within me, and the portal closed.

It was taking every last drop of my concentration to not let go of the magic keeping us in the air.

“Gerial,” I said weakly. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course I came,” Gerial replied, kneeling beside me in concern.

That’s weird. Why is he kneeling?

I looked down and realized I’d fallen onto my own knees, my hands clasped against my stomach. Using [Celestial Convergence] was like taking a sledgehammer to my entire body while being injected with liquid.

“Don’t mind me,” I sat down. “I’ll be fine in a few minutes.”

“You’ll be fine in a second if you drink this,” Gerial replied. “And is that Agni in front of us? When did she get so big?”

In his hand, he held a stoppered bottle of green liquid, and I drank it without hesitation.

Ahh, okay, now I feel better.

“I’ll explain,” Amanda replied. “Give Andross some rest.”

I wanted to protest, but a wave of tiredness hit me as the potion’s effects did. It was recovering my mana and healing my fatigue. Paradoxically it was also sapping my energy away momentarily, alternating between giving me boosts of energy as it filled me with mana, and using up that energy as it healed my body.

Gerial chuckled at my expression, and turned to the ground, listening to their explanation of events.

“Andross,” a voice said.

The speaker was Wahyu.

“Hey, Gerial really went all out,” I replied. “It’s good to see you.”

“I’m grateful that you’re alive. Last time this skill was used was not a pretty sight,” Wahyu replied.

I nodded. That had been when Gerial was on the verge of death, surprised by an attack by the church of Artus. Perhaps anticipating a similar scenario, Gerial had brought along a mass of firepower that was far above what I’d expected.

Standing before me were the reinforcements Gerial had brought with him. His contingent of five guards had joined my own, both groups separate yet eerily similar in their identical uniforms. There was also another group beside them.

Wahyu stood on the rightmost side of my platform.

Mara, Guide of the Dead, stood in the middle.

Ghalius, the Whisper, sat on the left, cradling a scythe in his wrinkled hands.

Three cardinals of the Crijik were present. They alone were strong enough to move nations and dictate the actions of a world spanning powerhouse.

“When we received your guard’s message, I thought I was going to be launched straight into a battle,” Gerial said from my side. “I would have called more, but only three cardinals are within the Eye at all times.”

“This is more than enough people,” I said. “We might not even come across a battle.”

“What we’ve heard is concerning enough to act,” Cardinal Mara added. Her youthful form was betrayed by the age in her eyes, each pupil dripping with whispers of spells.

“Indeed, the successful strikes are the ones least expected.” Ghalius said, his lips unmoving as he spoke. “If there is no battle, then we celebrate. If there is a battle, then we are prepared.”

I looked around at the people gathered on my stone platform.

William, Roxxy, Amanda, and Gold.

Ten guards. Three cardinals.

Gerial and I.

It was a force to be reckoned with no matter who was on the other side. Whether that be the Phoenix or a being powerful enough to imprison it. Unfortunately, the list of people able to do that was very, very small. And I had a feeling I knew the culprit’s identity.

Inné is not working in your best interest.

Mehta’s words echoed in my mind. At the time they hadn’t made much sense. Now, I knew that the divine of nature was trying to help the Phoenix.

“Agni sees something,” Amanda interjected. “I think she’s reached it.”

Our attention snapped forward and I saw that Agni was on her last legs, the golden flames dimming around her as she slowly returned to her normal size. Despite that, Agni let out a cry of joy as she dove downward, her connection finally leading her in a different direction.

Then, she stopped, her wings flapping with confusion as she looked down from the skies.

“What is that?” Roxxy asked.

Cardinal Ghalius frowned. “That should not be here.”

I narrowed my eyes as I spotted what my companions had.

Between the river of water and pillar of fire I’d conjured was a mountain. It was lush, and verdant, with flora and fauna rooted over its surface and frolicking gleefully. At least, that’s what my senses told me should be there.

What I saw was much, much different. Nature was being suppressed. The grass had faded, the trees had died, and a massive structure had been stabbed into the mountainside.

It was a sword.

“It’s the size of the academy,” Roxxy exclaimed.

“Amanda, Gerial, and Roxxy should stay above.” William was the first to break out of his surprise. “Andross and Gold, go to the midpoint with Mara and Wahyu. Your guards should be at the forefront.”

I nodded. “Do as he says. Ghalius, you know what to do.”

My orders were absolute, and I didn’t hesitate to follow William’s guidance.

The guards disappeared immediately, followed swiftly by Ghalius, who vanished before my eyes. I saw a faint shimmer in the air, as though Ghalius were there, but also not there. Out of all of the cardinal’s, except for Wahyu, I had talked to Ghalius the most, but I still wasn’t sure what kind of magic he used. Or if it was magic at all.

But I did know what he could do. And we’d discussed how he would use it if we ever had to fight on the same battlefield.

Cardinal Ghalius will be fine. It’s up to me to focus on what needs to be done.

“I’m dropping us down,” I said.

“I’ve got us. [Water Manipulation].” Roxxy said, waving her hand.

A stream of water enveloped her, and then swept under Amanda’s feet, keeping both in the air. Gerial stepped off the platform and into the sky, empty air gathering together and becoming solid steps underneath him.

“I’ll stay beside you,” William said. “Gerial will hear anything we say and relay it.”

“I will,” Gerial confirmed, his voice guided to my ears by the wind. “Also, I don’t think anyone is inside. No-one that I can sense, at least.”

“Please, keep your caution, Crijiks. That which is there cannot always be seen.” Cardinal Mara peered at the structure.

Cardinals Mara and Wahyu flanked me as I lowered my platform, keeping my river of water and fire pillar close to me. The supply of fire beads that Amanada had given me had almost run out, but within my inventory I could feel the giant blue bead of flames that her grandfather had given me.

That blue bead would unleash a wave of powerful flames on any who dared approach its path.

“What are we looking for?” Mara asked.

“A Phoenix,” I replied. “Agni, come here.”

The Phoenix turned to look at me, the last of her golden flames fading away. She had returned to her usual red appearance, tiny enough to sit comfortably on my head, and she looked tired.

A flap of wings accompanied her entrance, and she gave Gold a tired chirp of greeting as she fell onto my hair.

Phoenix. Down there. I feel. It’s pain.

“It’s inside the mountain?” I asked.

Agni nodded tiredly.

“We have two Marked ones and three cardinals. It would be unwise for anyone to pick a fight with us, so diplomacy is an option. And it is the wisest option,” William said. “We do not know who built this structure, or why they have done so.”

“I agree. Maybe they’re here to help the Phoenix escape.” I nodded. “If there’s even anyone in there.”

Below us, the ten guards of the Crijik had touched down onto a raised platform jutting out of the structure, raising their swords warily. A closer look showed me that they had dropped onto the hilt of the sword, the entire structure appeared to be abandoned, but something tickled my senses. A warning.

The guards stepped up from the edge of the hilt and narrowed their eyes as they spotted an entrance, confirmation that this was a building and not a genuine sword.

Tap.

A single shimmer entered my sight. A sliver of gray mana, exiting from the structure before us.

Tap.

What bothered me was that nobody else seemed to notice it. The gray mana wasn’t invisible or hidden by an illusion, but it went unseen because it was a mana type that nobody present had attuned to. Not even the cardinals.

I think I’ve seen that mana type before.

I frowned. “We’ll go join them⁠—”

A flash of golden light and sharp shouts of alarm disrupted my words, and I heard a clash of swords. The ten guards had acted in unison, deflecting a single strike empowered with golden light and gray aura. They retreated back, their swords sparking with aura as they deflected several blows in the space of less than a second.

Not all were unharmed.

In a second one of my guards had been cut down, his sword arm severed from his body.

We’re under attack.

The strike had come and gone so quickly that only now had the thought reached my mind. With a hurried gesture I conjured stone spears around me, my pillar of flames and river of water wrapping around myself and William protectively.

A man stood among the ten guards, covered in armor and wielding a sword. Gray mana shimmered around his body and across three more swords, each floating in the air around him like guards.

“So, you came. I wondered how long it would take. And yet you only brought this meager force to defeat me. I expected better.”

A deep voice touched my ears and the people around me fell silent. The two cardinals beside me unleashed their abilities, each strong enough to cause the world to quake, but the man ignored them. His very presence birthed deep tension, and his gray eyes looked at me, devoid of all emotion and mercy. Within them all that could be seen was bloodlust, fury, and the inevitability of his march.

I knew then with certainty that any who stood in his way would be beaten and conquered.

For he was Inné, divine of war.


31 WAR. THE ONLY THING THAT’S AS INEVITABLE AS MY HUNGER


At my side I saw William step forward, but I held out my hand and shook my head. The ten guards below were all within Inné’s range. One was missing an arm, gritting his teeth and pulling out a dagger with his remaining hand. Despite his actions, I could see that he was affected.

I remembered the tale Inné had told me of his life. Birthed on the day of his marking, he had spent twenty-four years training for his ascension. When the other Marked ones were young, he was their elder.

Inné wasn’t a threat to be taken lightly.

“Agni, are you sure the Phoenix is down there?”

The first words out of my mouth were directed to the bird atop my head, and Agni nodded reservedly, a small puff of flames accompanying her low cry.

Phoenix. Within mountain. There, but also not there. A sanctuary. A rift.

A rift. One of the realms connected to Ioa, an entire world closed off from the rest of reality.

Only that would be a place capable of holding back the presence of a being as powerful as the Phoenix.

“Inné,” I called out.

My voice reverberated across the air, amplified by the wind as Gerial manipulated the space around me.

“Crijik, I am glad you are not heartless, but your journey is for nought,” Inné replied steadily. His sword listened crimson, but he was unconcerned before us. “Leave this place.”

“Gladly,” I replied. I saw a flicker of surprise in his eyes. “We have not come here to do battle. We have come after trying to find the Phoenix that has been imprisoned, and determining if it needs to be released.”

“You lie.”

Inné’s sword flashed out and I tensed, but as the movement stopped, I saw that the Marked one had cleaned his sword of blood.

“So, you also know of the vessel’s existence. Truly surprising. Who led you here, was it that Phoenix on your head? I should have been more cautious. It appears that the divines have played me for a fool.” Inné’s lips curled upward, forming a cold smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “If you also wish to take it for yourself, it may work for your ascension since there are two of you. But you will not be freeing anyone. I have laid claim to them first. None can leave this mountain without my permission. Not until my work is done.”

Vessel?

The Marked one’s words brought forth a memory within me. During the Descent, Inné had revealed his plan for his ascension. A vessel capable of holding the divine mana that filled all Marked ones during the ascension.

“I see, the Phoenix is your plan to survive ascension.” I tilted my head. “But I assure you, I don’t want to use it. I wish to free it. I can feel its pain, and I’ve heard its plea.”

In my mind, another chain of thought ran through my mind.

From our first interaction he already knew our presence here was a coincidence. Why would he then tell me that the Phoenix is the vessel? That would only make me want to stay. I kept my eyes on Inné, but his calm unnerved me. No. Something’s weird here.

Gerial’s teachings entered my mind. My every action could have serious repercussions, including a simple talk or a call to arms. Inné had attacked us, but only one of my guards. If we struck back, we might cause a war.

“It would be better to avoid a fight, however,” I said. “So, we will leave. There is no need for a fight between churches.”

Inné shifted, uncomfortable at my words. Beside me, William’s eyebrows were furrowed as he viewed the surroundings and took in the information before him. When I saw his eyes widen, I realized what I’d missed. Inné was already present when we’d arrived, and I doubted that was a coincidence.

Which meant he knew we were coming.

“IT’S A TRAP.”

William’s words echoed out across the sky, causing the world to pause.

“Ghalius, now,” I said.

“You prepared, but we will be taking this battle,” a whisper replied in tandem with William’s words.

There was a shimmer in the air behind Inné as Cardinal Ghalius appeared, his scythe sped toward the Marked one’s neck, the edge transparent yet deadly.

A sword met the scythe, the two weapons intersecting in midair.

“The dreamer, so content to bring forth a reality that doesn’t exist.” Inné’s smile gained a sliver of genuine pleasure. “What wondrous battles do you imagine?”

“Ones which you cannot begin to fathom,” Ghalius replied.

“Then, let us compare notes.”

Inné’s sword flashed out, cleaving Ghalius’ form in two, but the shout of pain he expected never arrived. The cut had gone through Cardinal Ghalius’ body.

The ten guards acted as one, striking at Inné when his guard was down. But his swords met theirs, his speed far swifter than their own.

“Help them,” I ordered.

Cardinals Wahyu and Mara acted without hesitation.

Wahyu’s tattoos glowed, the call of runes filling the air and then disappearing as the concepts birthed by the runes flowed into Wahyu’s skin and muscles, empowering the man with a green and blue glow.

“Protect Andross,” Wahyu said. “I will help Ghalius.”

“Have no fear. The dead will guide our path,” Mara replied.

Wahyu nodded and rocketed toward the ground, joining Ghalius and the guards in their fight.

I felt a pulse of magic and glanced at my cardinal. Mara’s eyes twinkled, and then darkened, the light of her being expunged by a void that stared at the world, judging it and deeming it unworthy.

Within the abyss formed within her pupils a creature reached out, its hand and arm rising out and grasping at the air. Magic poured out from its skin, and within its flesh I could see ruins of civilizations long destroyed, their memories living on past their death.

“Guard us, in our time of need,” Cardinal Mara said. “For your divine requires your aid.”

The abyssal hand disappeared, and all around me the lights of the world flickered, my vision disappearing and reappearing in a strobe of flashes. With each new flash a different creature appeared in the air, drawn by the darkness into the light. They were grotesque caricatures of the races of Ioa, and yet I didn’t feel as though they were mimicking life. They were simply no longer part of it.

Wreathed in shadows and dripping secrets from their hollow eyes, the dead entered a protective formation, guarding us from above and below.

There were twelve creatures in total.

This was the sanctum of Mara, Guide of the Dead.

“The protection is signed. The conclusion is foregone. I will go and aid my fellow cardinals,” Mara said.

“Wait.” I held up my hand. “Something is wrong here.”

Cardinal Mara paused, her eyes creasing with worry. “What do you see?”

I glanced to my side, looking past William and Gold, and then above me. Gerial, Amanda and Roxxy were surrounded by magic, and my fellow Marked had them well covered.

When I looked beyond them, I saw what I had missed.

“Behind you!” I shouted a warning. “Something is hiding in the air!”

“[Fire Claws].” Amanda was the first to react.

Six claws of flame burst to life around her and immediately flew behind them. Amanda was following the direction of my gaze, and in her hands, I saw several fire mana beads eject alongside her claws.

Her attacks exploded as they clashed with something in the air, flames flowing out like a river.

“An admirable effort, born of talent and training,” a voice replied. “I am injured. Though that injury will be healed.”

Amanda stiffened as her flames paused, and then her eyes widened as the fire rippled and swelled with dark green light. The flames stuttered, and faltered, and finally, they vanished. An entire river parted and was dismissed as though it were an inconvenience.

Seven figures stood in its place, each one draped in robes of gray and wielding weapons of all kinds.

In the middle stood a woman, and I recognized her from Gerial’s teachings.

“I greet the Crijik, first of his title, and the Crijik, second of his title,” the woman said.

“Joste, cardinal of the church of Inné,” I replied.

The seven people in the sky radiated power beyond measure, and my heart sunk.

They were the cardinals of war.

“Inné never intended to let us go,” I said. “This will mean war.”

“War will mean nothing when Inné ascends,” Joste replied.

“Then I suppose I’ll have to fight to see that day.” I clenched my fist. “[Mana Sanctuary].”

An endless wave of golden mana spilled forth from my body, encasing the surroundings, but Joste raised her hand, the same one that had dispelled Amanda’s flames, and I saw that her palm was burnt, but only on the surface.

“The Crijik sees. The Crijik watches. The Crijik burns.”

Her voice echoed through my ears, and from her burnt palm dark green flames erupted, and I could feel hints of Amanda’s mana within them.

The lake of fire had grown into an ocean, but as it reached out to clash with my mana, Cardinal Mara’s undead reacted, each one turning to face the new threat. Their eyes swept over the cardinals of war, and all that they saw dimmed. The flames stuttered and shrieked as the inanimate was granted the gift of life only to feel pain.

However, their suffering was short lived.

“Enough.”

A crack reverberated through the air, accompanied by a flash of light, and the flames burst apart, destroyed in an instant. Crackling sparks were all that remained in its place, the remainders of the divine lightning that had broken through the ocean.

The cardinals froze as a new presence made themselves known, and the skies awaited in anticipation as their king rose to the battlefield.

Gerial, Marked one of the Crijik, was making his move.

“You have revealed your disdain for our lives. And I will not stand for it.”

The sky darkened as Gerial frowned, his hands crackling with magic. Lightning crackled and curled like whips around his body, encasing him in their celestial protection.

“I will not watch this anymore.”

Gerial stepped forward…

…and the seven cardinals stepped back.

As one, they raised their hands, powers both primal and powerful caressing their bodies as they revealed their true natures. None had hesitated, and though they were cautious, they didn’t feel fear.

The Marked one before them was only ten years old.

“Conceited child, confusing a divine’s touch with significance,” a cardinal said.

Another followed in their companion’s wake. “Allow us to save you from the suffering of ascension. We will comfort you with death before those of your comrades.”

I could feel their power, the confidence in their movements earned through countless battles and challenges. To rise to the ranks of cardinal wasn’t a simple feat. For most, it was lightning in a bottle, and their journeys couldn’t be repeated, even by the most persistent and talented in the world, because lightning in a bottle could only ever be captured. Never made.

But my brother was no mere arc of lightning, captured and helpless. He was destruction. He was the origin, and reaction. He was the gold that illuminated the world.

And now, the lightning would witness the storm.

“No.”

Gerial’s purple eyes gazed upon his enemies, and a shiver ran through their bodies. What stood before them was no boy. Nor was he a magician. He was divine, and his providence would not be ignored.

My brother clenched his fist, and for the first time I saw anger in his eyes.

Crack.

Lightning crashed through the ranks of the cardinals from above, the heavens weeping tears of light upon Gerial’s enemies. At first it was a single arc, so quick that it could only be seen once it was gone, but then more arrived. Much more.

Golden light spilled forth from the heavens as divine mana mixed with lightning, a golden crown of death falling upon his enemies. A single cry rang out as a cardinal was struck, a pulse of opal mana pouring from their arms as they tried to hold back Gerial’s strike. It was too little, and far too late.

The lightning crashed into their body, stifling their shouts as the air filled with the acrid stench of burnt flesh.

A flash of fire and flood of water accompanied the assault as Roxxy and Amanda took advantage of the moment to launch their own strikes.

“Go, help them, and give them protection,” I ordered Mara. “William, go to Roxxy and relay anything you think is important through her connection with me.”

William nodded. “Wise.”

“As you will,” Cardinal Mara replied.

Her eyes darkened once again, and the undead around her flew up. William rose, grasped by one of my stone hands, and I made sure it would drop him next to Roxxy, who could keep him afloat alongside Amanda.

Gold chirped from my shoulder, his first interjection since the fight had begun.

Shield. Friends?

“Go, shield them.” I nodded at Gold.

The puffer raised his talons and half a dozen twigs appeared within them. Then another half dozen. The fight against the church of Artus and then the monster had depleted his stock over the last few months, and this was the last of it.

With a flap of his wings, Gold departed, his small form a miniscule dot among the raging storms above.

“Do you want to go too?” I asked Agni. “Amanda can’t fly without you.”

Agni ruffled her feather, then shook her head.

Tired. No flames. Phoenix close. Can sense.

“Then we go. But remember that this is a battle for survival.” I replied. “I don’t know if we can reach the Phoenix now.”

Seeing Gerial unleash his might in the above battle had only confirmed what I had feared.

Two cardinals could not fight a divine.

With a gesture I descended onto the battlefield. The hilt of the sword-like structure had become a flurry of weapons as Inné, the guards, and Cardinals Ghalius and Wahyu fought atop it.

Their attacks were moving too fast for me to see, but that mattered little.

I wasn’t a physical fighter. My place in the battle was far more wide-reaching.

“[Mana Sanctuary].”

My voice crashed against the raging winds and the golden mana I’d unleashed gathered at my will, flooding onto the hilt of the building and enveloping my allies. All that the golden mana touched was empowered and protected. Inné’s strikes slowed as the mana defied them, and a spray of blood erupted from his arm.

Ghalius had taken advantage of the lapse and struck Inné’s left arm, right above the elbow.

“No,” Inné said.

I sensed an explosion of might gathering within the Marked one and raised my hands just in time to avoid being blinded by a flash of gold.

Inné had released his divine mana.

“[Earthen Spear].”

My reply was to rain down spears upon my enemy, the sky filling with countless weapons that shot toward Inné with a vengeance. The Marked one’s mana coalesced into a golden shield, shattering my spears as they came into contact with it.

Inné’s shield was far sturdier than my own [Mana Sanctuary], but also less flexible.

With a flick of my wrist the pillar of fire by my side fell upon the side of Inné’s shield, followed by the river of water pelting in from the other side. Through the shield I could sense Wahyu and Ghalius re-engaging with Inné, and I directed the water and flames to pass by them harmlessly.

The two elements struck in tandem, forming a tornado of fire and water that crushed Inné’s form and pressed into him with the might of nature.

A single sword struck out, cleaving the elements in two.

Snap.

Sharp pain shot through my temples as my connection to the elements was forcibly terminated, the flames and water scattering harmlessly into oblivion.

“[Celestial Tempest].”

A single flash of warning from the mana around me was all I received before the Inné’s golden shield was split in two by two dozen flying swords formed of gray and gold mana. The blades formed a circle that shrunk as the deadly tips of each weapon flew toward me.

[Mana Sanctuary] fought hard to resist them, but each weapon broke through, flashes of gray and gold magic rippling within their forms as they cut through my protection.

I held my palm out to them. “[Metal Manipulation].”

Streams of silver flew out of my inventory, shimmering gold as they were imbued with my divine mana. Each one met the swords head on, encasing them entirely.

At their head was my [Heart-Silver] spear.

My spear struck three of Inné’s swords at once, destroying them with its contact. Its silver body, hardening runes, and gold mana had combined to form a weapon far deadlier than the magic that had been cast against me.

The rest of the attack was stopped by my streaming silver, and I silently thanked William’s father for being so rich that my supply was nearly infinite.

With a flick of my wrist the silver streams crushed the swords they had captured.

That took too long. Things aren’t going well down there.

Cardinal Ghalius was unharmed, but Wahyu was bleeding, his tunic cut across his left side and revealing a dangerously deep cut along his ribs.

Five of the guards were motionless o. the ground.

“[Stone Grasp].”

I needed to turn around the battle below. The hilt platform rippled at my spell, but then I jolted as I was refused.

They made the building’s stone immune to manipulation.

With a shake of my head, I cast [Earth Creation], and then [Stone Grasp] again.

A giant hand of stone rose from beneath Inné, and at the same time I heard a crash as the lightning above me suddenly grew in intensity. The Marked one of war looked up and saw what I could sense.

Gerial was winning against the cardinals of war.

A single flex of Inné’s body destroyed the grasping hand of stone I’d conjured, and he deflected an incoming strike from Ghalius, launching his own attack in retaliation. The cardinal looked tired now, his ethereal form turning even more transparent than before, as though made of a thin mist.

[Andross!] Roxxy’s voice flashed through my mind. [William says you should use the big bead now. Right down the middle!]

“Now?” I said.

The golden shield was broken, not destroyed, but I didn’t hesitate.

Whatever William had seen, I would have to trust it.

A single blue orb flung out of my inventory, guided by my thoughts, and I shot my silver streams forward to accompany it, my skull pulsating with weariness as I commanded metal and fire at the same time.

“[Persistence of Inné].”

Below me, three of the remaining five guards fell. Before my attack could make it through the shield, I felt something pressing against my neck. It was the same sensation from the Descent, only amplified countless times over. Golden mana erupted from my flesh as [Mana Vitality] activated, but it had only mitigated part of the incoming attack.

A thin line of pain slithered across the skin of my throat.

Inné had cut me.

I held my hand to my throat, and blood seeped across my fingers. They were tiny droplets, each no bigger than a tear. The cut had been shallow, but that wasn’t a coincidence. My magic had stopped it in place. A single explosion rocked the area as the fire mana within the blue bead was pierced by the same strike that had cut me, and the streams of silver broke apart.

Both the silver and blue bead had cushioned the strike, working alongside [Mana Sanctuary] and preventing it from reaching me fully.

A shiver ran down my spine. If they hadn’t been there, I would have lost my head.

“[Metal Manipulation], [Fire Manipulation].”

With a thought I reformed the silver streams, shaping them into sharper shapes mimicking blades. The blue flames gathered around each stream, illuminating them with deadly light. As one, the two elements shot toward Inné in retaliation.

I saw the Marked one of war raise his sword, gray mana gathering within it, but as he was about to launch his strike a sickle struck at the weapon, wrapping around its blade and trapping it, and a fist smashed into his side, then opened up and grabbed Inné’s armor.

Three flying swords rose to strike them down, reverberating with gray mana, only to be intercepted in a clash of blades. I recognized my guard captain, and Gerial’s, stepping forward. They were all that was left of the guards, each one striking Inné’s weapons and holding them still with their remaining might.

The guards, Wahyu and Ghalius were keeping Inné in place.

“End this,” Wahyu said.

The cardinals couldn’t keep the Marked one in place for long. Both guard captains had lost their battle against Inné’s blades, their own weapons shattering in the clash. But without hesitation they allowed the blades to stab into them, using their bodies to keep the weapons in place as their last vestiges of strength dwindled.

Already, Inné’s blade was cutting through Ghalius’ scythe, and Wahyu’s hands trembled as the contact with Inné’s armor and mana caused cuts to form throughout both his arms.

And yet, they refused to let go.

I sent my will and intentions into the elements. “Strike him down.”

My words crashed against Inné’s ears, and I saw his eyes widen as silver and fire cascaded over him, both threatening to end his life in an instant. His sword budged, but was held back, and his body tried to dodge, but was rooted in place.

No matter how much mana he dispelled to strike the cardinals down, it didn’t stop them from holding on. They would die to ensure this one moment of victory was answered.

The Marked one of war didn’t have an answer to this one.

“No. I will not fall.”

Inné’s scathing voice struck me, and I felt my body stiffen as his very words cut my skin.

“Very well. I will show you the prize you seek.”

Inné lowered his head, and a ripple appeared over his head. Reality screeched in protest of its existence, and then it cracked.

The cardinals’ eyes widened, and Wahyu and Ghalius moved back, but it was too late.

“Witness that which will aid in the first successful ascension. The might of a vessel that cannot be filled. To those who have experienced death, it gives life. To those who suffer in life, it gives youth. To those inflicted with madness, it gives clarity. To those who cannot remember, it gives memory. To those yet to come, it gives strength.”

The crack shifted, and widened, revealing a path of infinite stars beyond it.

My heart sank. I knew that path. I had walked it every night in my dreams. And through it, I could see a figure wrapped in chains, a single shriek filling the mountain.

“To all, it gives the gift of the Phoenix,” Inné said. “With one exception.”

The world fell silent as the Phoenix’s cry filled the air.

Around me, the golden lights of my [Mana Sanctuary] disappeared, and I saw Inné’s golden shield breaking apart.

“The Phoenix will never give its gifts to one touched by the divines.”

Above me the thunderous strikes of Gerial’s lightning vanished, and below me my silver fell to the ground, snatched out of my control. The blue flames scattered, broken by a will that they couldn’t contend with, and more alarmingly, the platform under my feet fell, limp and out of my control.

I plummeted through the skies, alarm ringing in my mind as I tried to communicate with the mana around me. All I heard was silence. The reality of the situation hit me quickly.

My magic had been disrupted.

It isn’t just my magic.

Ghalius and Wahyu had been forced back, both severely injured. Cardinal Ghalius’ body was fully visible, and agony wracked his features as he fell to his knees, the world itself turning against him. The runes on Wahyu’s skin were dim, their existence suppressed by the Phoenix’s cry.

Which wasn’t great for me since I was falling.

In seconds I would hit the ground.

[Mana Vitality].

The divine mana within me gathered and my heart filled with relief. Whatever was dispelling my magic couldn’t stop spells that affected my body and only my body. [Mana Vitality] would prevent the fall from killing me. Which would only lead to me falling right into Inné’s hands.

The Marked one of war was struggling himself, but he was the least harmed of everyone present and held his sword tight. He didn’t need magic to fight.

I hit the ground, several sharp cracks ringing out as something broke within me. [Mana Vitality] had prevented most of the damage, but I’d still been catapulted out of the air.

A single hand shot out and caught me by my throat, lifting me into the air.

Two gray eyes looked into mine.

“Greetings, Crijik.” Inné smiled. “I’m afraid we don’t have time to chat.”

“RELEASE HIM.”

Wahyu’s roar echoed across the platform, but Inné glanced at the cardinal without care.

“No, I hold your Marked one’s life in your hand,” Inné said. “If you do not fall back, I will kill him.”

Falling back instead of killing me? I narrowed my eyes. He’s not sure he can handle Gerial.

It was the obvious answer. Gerial and I had surprised Inné by not falling to his ambush. Now, the Marked one of war needed me as leverage. So long as he held my life in his hands, he could command everyone away.

He was right. The cardinals wouldn’t risk my death. Nor would my friends.

Inné had won.

“He will be in my care from now on,” Inné said, his voice calm. “Do not try to free him, or we will wage war. When my ascension is complete, I will return him to you.”

His words were certain, as though he were speaking of a foregone conclusion. In front of him the rift widened, and he raised me up toward it. I could feel the Phoenix’s cry shifting, and changing, as though growing more distant.

I could see the reason for the change. The rift’s entrance had shifted, revealing a room layered with runes and regents. None of them looked friendly.

“This will be your home for the coming months. I hope you enjoy it,” Inné said. “Because you will not be able to escape it.”

If I can’t use magic in there then he’s right. No, I can’t give up now. Think. What would William do? I chided myself. I have no magic and no way to avoid capture. Then, if I’m going to be captured, I have to make a way to escape. What can I use?

Then, I had my answer.

Something distinct from my magic and separate from the elements I had to control with my mind.

My inventory.

A flood of stone spears erupted from my inventory, remnants of battles gone by. Each was useless as a weapon, my control over them nonexistent while my connection to mana was cut off, but they still startled Inné.

The Marked one of war battered the spears aside, none of them even scratching his armor.

That was fine. They had only been a distraction.

In that split instant, I decided how best to act, and I clasped my hands around the one object I hadn’t lost control of. With a mental order, two more objects slipped out of my inventory, disappearing before any could notice them.

I could only hope it would be enough.

“Begone,” Inné’s voice rocked through my ears.

He raised me up and threw me through the portal. My body hit the ground, pain shooting through me as my broken bones finally made themselves known. Behind me, I could hear the crashing of lightning as magic returned to the battlefield, and I felt relief. I was worried that Gerial and the others would plummet to their deaths, but they hadn’t, I could feel their anger.

But I knew it was too late. The portal had already closed.

I’d been captured by the church of Inné.


32 IMPRISONED TWICE IN ONE LIFETIME? I MUST BE DOING SOMETHING WRONG…


The area around me was dark, the sole source of light cut out by the portal I’d traveled through. But just as the final glimmer of sun disappeared, A gentle flame pressed over me, providing me with solace. It was warm, and familiar, whispering of companionship and friendship, and illuminated the surroundings.

I was in a cell.

And I still couldn’t use my magic.

Well, I expected that much. My thoughts barely squeaked through my pain. What’s causing the fire?

“Agni?” I asked.

The Phoenix chirped happily, the fire of her existence dancing around me.

Agni here. No mana. Dimmed light. Hid in hair.

I blinked in surprise. I’d completely forgotten about Agni. And apparently so had everyone else. I scratched Agni’s neck comfortingly. Luckily, neither of my arms had broken. The damage was all in my lower body.

The Phoenix chirped happily.

Phoenix presence. Still here. Hidden. Nearby.

“If that’s the case, then we’re still inside the sword-shaped building,” I murmured. “But that doesn’t bring me much hope. The others won’t risk charging in while the church of Inné has me.”

Agni drooped, her beak tapping against my forehead lightly. I winced, but I followed her gaze, looking at the object I held within my hands. The sole item I’d managed to sneak with me into the portal before my inventory was cut off.

You brought. That inside. I feel it. Like I did before. We use?

“When the time’s right,” I answered. “Let’s keep it between us for now, okay?”

Agni chirped in agreement. She knew just as well as I did how cautious we had to be.

Tap. Tap.

I shut my lips as. Footsteps echoed across the room, so quiet that they would normally go unheard. In the silence of the area, they were like gunshots through my ears.

“A Phoenix?” a voice called out in surprise.

There was a shuffle of movement as someone activated a regent, and the walls around my glimmered to life with different lights. Red, brown, blue, and silver. The color scheme obviously mimicked my own elements, and as the lights blazed to life, I could see my prison fully for the first time.

It was pretty nice.

I hadn’t noticed, but I’d fallen onto a lush crimson carpet, and my cell was actually several rooms joined together. This one held several chairs and a table. One in the back had a bed that looked better than anything I’d ever slept on before.

Looking past the rooms I saw that half of the wall facing the outside area was made of transparent materials, allowing me to view the corridor of the prison while also allowing the wardens to look inside. Across the corridor there were eight rooms in total and all of them had different layouts and lighting but looked equally regal in their furnishing.

Three people stood behind the transparent wall. Each of them were fresh faced, not having taken part of the battle above.

None of them dared to enter the room.

“I know you. Tesfohl, Warbringer, Morehlys, The Nightmare, and Itui, Lance of Sarrah.” I shot a weary look at all of them. “Cardinals of Inné. None of whom were at the battle I just fought in.”

“We greet the Marked one of the Crijik,” the three cardinals bowed low.

“I greet you,” I replied. “Now then, you haven’t killed me. And looking around, I don’t think you ever intended to. This place is too well furnished for that.”

A wry smile crossed Cardinal Tesfohl’s lips. The man known as Warbringer was large. He held a crystalline halberd in his hand, a pulsating orange gem sending flames throughout its form, and his entire body was draped in bronze armor inscribed with runes. From what I recalled, he was an aura user that had honed the basics until he’d joined the cardinals by merit and force. A rare talent in that he was untalented, but simply relentless.

He was also the leader of the armed forces of the church of Inné, and their highest-ranking military commander aside from Inné himself.

“That is correct, Divine,” Cardinal Tesfohl replied. “We do not intend to capture the Marked ones, but we have prepared for their interference. Yours especially. Not all will approve once the ascension begins to succeed.”

“It is a common occurrence among all churches. Marked ones have often interfered with each other’s ascensions throughout history.” Cardinal Itui added from the side. Unlike the others, he looked distinctly uncomfortable about my presence. “A precaution born of necessity.”

“Eight rooms. Eight Marked ones. I see,” I said. “But you prepared mine awfully quickly. An endeavor like this can’t be easy. Let alone doing it in secrecy.”

The cardinals glanced at each other.

“You were expected, and Inné had us create your cell with all haste. He believed you would strike before the Ascension. And he was right,” Tesfohl replied. “As a result of his divine diligence, your containment is impenetrable. Escape is impossible.”

“Let’s test that, shall we? [Mana Sanctuary].”

I flicked my wrist and there was a slight moment of tension.

Nothing happened.

Worth a try. I felt my lips curling up in a wry smile. My inventory isn’t working either.

I focused on my manapool, gathering the golden ocean together and trying to bring it out. When that failed again, I attempted to convert it into earth mana, then water, and finally, fire.

A thick film of sweat gathered at the back of my neck as the process failed. I couldn’t use my divine mana, or the elemental mana I’d grown so used to over the years.

“We accounted for your elemental connections,” Tesfohl explained. “Our church is aware that you must have hidden your divinity by converting your divine mana into elemental mana as it left your body. That way you could pass yourself off as an earth and metal magician to the masses. The only way to do so is by attuning to an element, and so we have cut communication between your attunements and your divine mana.”

Tesfohl paused, his eyes narrowing as he recalled a vital piece of information. “You, holy divine, however, are still one with your attunements. We have not damaged them, nor can we shroud them from you. We can only dim their connection with the mana outside and stop the elemental mana from forming. So, you have not been permanently harmed.”

“Thank you for alleviating my worries,” I replied.

I suppose they don’t want to permanently harm me for political reasons. Tch. They have it all thoroughly planned out. Actually, this is all too thorough for my liking. It’s like they knew I was coming.

Cardinal Tesfohl frowned, and Itui breathed a sigh of relief. The final cardinal, Morehlys, appeared to have fallen asleep leaning against the wall, but I suspected he was simply using his magic. There were three cardinals present, and none here free to greet me.

They were here to guard my cell.

“Holy divine, you will find all paths of power nullified within this area,” Tesfohl said. “Your symbols. Your magic. Your mana, both divine and elemental. All of it has been negated.”

Unfortunately, he wasn’t lying. All of my battle skills lay useless, the elements warded against my interference. I could see through my [Mana Sense] that the entire prison was devoid of any loose mana of the elements that I had attuned to. Looking around using my magical senses was like staring at a blank space devoid of all life and meaning.

Runes couldn’t be inscribed on a carpet, and I suspected that even if I tried there would be other countermeasures to prevent me from creating runes on the surfaces of the room. However, I did have one piece of proof that runes could be created if I found the right surface. But it wasn’t the time to reveal that.

The three cardinals looked at me cautiously. They couldn’t read my thoughts, but they didn’t like how quiet I was being.

Maybe they expected yelling, and fear.

I couldn’t know.

[Eye of the Crijik].

I deactivated the Crijik’s skill and was immediately assaulted by a flash of lights as mana filled my vision. The church of Inné hadn’t taken out the wind mana. Or maybe they hadn’t taken out any mana. I could barely feel my attunements, and it was more likely that they had simply suppressed them than gotten rid of the mana in the area.

Either way, I could still see the mana of the elements that I hadn’t attuned to. And that included wind.

Interesting.

The divine mana within me was different.

That force was impossible to negate by mortal means. Or even immortal means.

Agni felt the Phoenix’s presence around here. Which means I’m still within the zone of that magic nullification it sent out. It hates the divines more than anything. So much so that it fled from the emperor when it saw his golden eyes despite coming to him for help. Even the physical characteristics of the Marked ones cause it to rage, and I’m filled with divine energy.

I frowned. The Phoenix wasn’t truly nullifying my magic. Again, that was impossible, but even in chains, it could still enact its will over the world around it. The Phoenix was repressing my divine mana by exuding its authority and intentions over the area. The moment I tried to access my mana, the full might of the Phoenix focused on me, threatening me with oblivion.

For my own sake, the divine mana refused to come out in the Phoenix’s presence. It was a death sentence, and my mana cared too much for me to let my life end.

As long as the Phoenix wills it, I can’t use my divine magic.

The cardinals knew that and were watching Agni warily. The lone Phoenix hadn’t been part of their plans, and they weren’t sure what kind of issues her presence would bring.

I shifted, wincing prematurely, but no pain came. My legs were still broken, but now I could feel warmth gathering around them. With [Eye of the Crijik] deactivated I couldn’t see the cause, but I knew its touch.

It was life mana.

“You’re healing me,” I said.

Cardinal Itui stood to attention at my voice. “We are, Divine. There is no merit to keeping you harmed. We hold no grudge against you.”

“You’re also letting me keep my objects, and not bothering Agni,” my eyes narrowed. “No. That’s not quite right. You can’t come in here, can you? A regent that can contain a Marked one isn’t simple to make. A single hint of damage or opening a single door could disrupt the entire process.”

Tesfohl pursed his lips, his eyebrows furrowing. My words had been right on the mark.

I couldn’t reach them, but they couldn’t interfere with me.

“Enough. He comes.” Cardinal Morehlys’s voice slithered over us.

Tesfohl and Itui stilled, their backs straightening to attention. They turned toward the door, and a figure strode through.

It was Inné.

The Marked one’s eyes never left my figure as he strode over the ground. Blood dripped from his body, not all of it his, and his armor was damaged in more places than I could count.

I couldn’t be sure how much time had passed, but it wasn’t long. Inné’s right arm looked worse for wear, damaged by a strike that had cooked through his armor and charred his skin. There was a nasty cut on his cheek, still bleeding from the battle. Neither injury had been there before I’d been captured.

“My cardinals live. Your friends also live, though not the ones I slew before your capture,” Inné said, immediately getting to the point. “They have agreed to a ceasefire on the grounds that we will not kill you. There is less than eight months until my ascension. Upon its completion, I will release you.”

I tilted my head, curiosity filling my gaze. “And you expect that agreement to be the end of it all?”

“No, your fellow Marked one and the church will prepare for war,” Inné replied. “But we will be ready to meet them.”

There was a resolution to his tone that sent a shiver down my spine.

“As for the Phoenix, well, an unexpected complication. I know of her connection to the Mitra heir, should she move, we will not hesitate to destroy her. I only care for the main vessel,” Inné said.

“If you’re right and my church is preparing for war, then know that all this could have been prevented if you had only taken the time for diplomacy.”

“Hmm.” Inné glanced at me coolly.

Then, with a gesture, Inné instructed his cardinals to leave. They turned around and fell back from the room, only Itui sparing me a second glance.

Agni cooed softly, but Inné didn’t spare her a second glance.

“Now, we are alone,” Inné said. “Tell me, Andross, why are you so calm?”

My eyebrows furrowed with confusion. “Excuse me?”

“You lie here captive, your mana in chains and your freedom inhibited. And yet, I don’t sense panic within you. Or anger. Calm, control. These are worrying.”

I let my gaze fall fully onto Inné’s visage. The Marked one was hurt, but he stood stoic and tall despite the pain he must be in.

During our fight, he had reacted quickly to the combatants. Too quickly. Even my own attacks had been matched before reaching him. It was only when he was incapacitated that he hadn’t been able to retaliate. Every other strike had been met with a counter.

“You can read emotions.” I frowned. “Wait, that’s wrong. You can sense intent to attack.”

Inné’s gaze turned cautious. “Indeed. It is not as prescient as your allies [Wisdom] skill, but it aids me greatly. But you have not answered my question.” His hand clasped at the hilt of his sword, and I saw a sheen of ice covering it, melting away slowly. “I told you that your friends are not dead, but I could be lying. It would be logical to assume I was. After all, I only need to keep you placated. Only a person with complete confidence or a being lacking a heart would not feel doubt or worry. Why are you not concerned?”

I paused and leaned back, giving Agni a soft pat as she stared down Inné.

Why wasn’t I worried?

The answer is because I know that nobody died. Or at least, I want to believe they haven’t.

If Amanda had died, Agni would have felt it. If Roxxy had died, I would have felt our connection snap. If Gerial had died, the wind mana would have wept, and I suspected that my mark would have told me.

Only William was an unknown, and he was too wise and valuable to die. His danger was being captured for his skill.

“Whether you are lying or not doesn’t matter. I’ve been in this situation before. The circumstances were a little different, but similar enough that I’ve imagined this same situation hundreds of times. For a while, it haunted my every thought, even if I didn’t care to admit it.” I let a small smile touch my lips. “And now that I’m finally back in captivity, I find myself numb to the fear of being entombed.”

“Then it appears that we have nothing else to speak of,” Inné replied. “You are content in your cell, and I have an ascension to prepare for. Goodbye, Andross. I hope we do not have to meet until after my ascension is over. Because if we do, then it will be our last.”

“Okay.”

That was all I said. A single word. No more. No less. And in return, I saw an emotion cross over Inné’s face. Something he hadn’t meant to reveal.

It was a flicker of something deeper.

Concern.

He asked me if I was worried, but that wasn’t his true question. Inné wanted to know why he should be concerned.

Underneath all his bluster, the Marked one of war was still in a tight situation. For a man so tightly strung, a little panic would go a long way.

My captor shifted, turning around and pacing to the corridor beyond. I could see his weariness seeping in, smacking against his mind with the force of a train. No matter how much he acted as though he were an unstoppable divine, I knew better than all just how human he truly was.

“Inné.” I called out.

The Marked one paused, not turning around to face me.

“No matter what you say, or how much you threaten me, know that I am still Andross Silver, and I am calm enough to tell lies from truth. You may be war, but that means that death is your only constant companion. And that is my domain.”

“Tell me, Andross.” Inné finally glanced back at me. “What happened to your last captor?”

“You don’t want to know. Pray to yourself that we do not have to find out.”

Inné didn’t respond, disappearing down the corridor with his cardinals.

One cardinal stayed behind to guard me.

Morehlys, The Nightmare.

“I will be your watchman for the night, Divine,” Morehlys spoke, his voice devoid of the eeriness that had accompanied it earlier. “Should you need anything, please ask.”

The cardinal was covered in a cloak of light green, his eyes shut tight as he leaned against the wall. Unlike the others, he had no weapon by his side. A rarity among the church of Inné as a whole.

He was also strange in a way I couldn’t pinpoint. It was like I was looking at an ordinary person, and a scratching sensation at the back of my mind told me that wasn’t right. In fact, it told me that nothing was in front of me at all.

I tried to recall what information I knew about him, but there were some cardinals who had never revealed their true powers.

[Eye of the Crijik].

I decided to follow a hunch, activating the Crijik’s skill once more.

Morehlys instantly shimmered inhumanly. His form was shifting in an invisible breeze, breaking apart like a fine mist. In its place was a wraithlike form whose presence swept across the area. Tendrils of silver-green light floated from it, the connection mana flooding the area.

The cardinal hadn’t noticed my gaze, but the mana around me had. It flickered, attempting to send a greeting, but I sent them a pulse of intent and they stopped, continuing on their way. I could see life mana around my leg, and there were hints of yellow around the edges of the room.

That’s the mana type I sometimes see around rifts. The one that negates other mana.

All of the mana types tried to talk to me as I looked at them, but I stopped them before they could. I didn’t want my guard to notice them. There were some things that even another Marked one couldn’t stop. Inné had blocked my access to power, but he couldn’t cut off my connection to it. Unfortunately, it helped little when the only mana around me was of the elements that I hadn’t attuned to.

No. I couldn’t think like that.

Agni piped up softly.

We can. Handle this.

I nodded. I wasn’t as wise as William, or as tough as Amanda, but rising above my challenges had never been an issue. It just took time.

That was because I was patient.

My life was on the line, but I had been in this situation before. There was no use in panicking. Only planning would help me now.

Let’s take stock of what I have. My divine mana is cut off from being used, but I can talk to it. Similarly, the other mana types have been closed from me, but only those I’ve attuned to. Agni is also with me, but I have no doubt the cardinals will be keeping a close eye on her. I don’t have a lot to work with. But it’s something.

Finally, I had the object I had snuck into my hand when I’d swamped Inné with my earthen spears.

Hovering beside me was my [Heart-Silver] spear.

They really didn’t see it. Oubliez, master of illusions. What a terrifying monster you could have been if you’d been allowed to grow.

As a weapon connected to my being, and not communicating through magic, my [Heart-Silver] wasn’t interrupted by the Phoenix’s disruption, but I had only just managed to get it into my hands as I was thrown into the portal, otherwise I would have tried to strike at Inné immediately. Oubliez’s symbol shimmered brightly on its surface, unseen to all but me. It had been a risk to keep it beside me, and I’d worried that one of the cardinals or Inné himself would sense its presence, but just like when Gerial and the magicians of Koshima had tried, the monster’s illusions couldn’t be pierced.

Agni flapped her wings gently as the spear fluttered around me, cautiously looking out for enemies. Just like in Koshima, she was the only one who could see through the monster’s symbol, albeit only faintly.

However, it was what the spear contained that was important.

In the final seconds of the fight the spear had shifted and changed shape at my request, the insides hollowing out. In the process, I’d destroyed all of the hardening runes as the drained silver found a place to exit, but the act had to allow some space to form inside.

And within that space, I had hidden two objects.

A branch with petals of blue flames, stuffed tight into the hollow shaft of the spear, and an empty bottle that had contained time mana gifted by the Marked one of Fue herself.

The mana in question had spilt over the branch when I’d put them together in the spear, just as I’d intended. I’d been using the time mana to steady the volatile branch and keep it from exploding and had been dripping it onto the branch one day at a time. Now, the entirety of my supply was drained into the branch, stabilizing it fully.

It wasn’t an infinite amount of time. Just enough to last a few months. But within the branch lay six attunements, and I could choose a single one to study. All I needed was time and focus.

I had a feeling that in this place, there would be plenty of both to spare.

Now, I just had to have patience.


33 THEY SAID GODDESSES WOULDN’T TRY TO CONTACT ME, BUT NOW I CAN’T STOP THEM!


The Nightmare, watch over the Marked one of the Crijik. The second of his kind, born before his predecessor was slain. His connection magic flickered throughout the corridors and halls, keeping a watch on all that entered his domain. Lord Inné had started to move more people into the structure now that their trap had been sprung, and some had begun to slumber as the night wore on.

Once, he had slept like they did. People had called him Morehlys during those days. They still did, though he had long forsaken the name.

After all, a being above mortality had no need for a human name.

Now, he watched their dreams.

Like stars upon the sky, each dream was a myriad of emotions and hopes, coalescing into a tangible form that he could see in his mind. Joy was present, and happiness, but also terror, despair, and anxiety. None could hold back from his gaze. Nor did they try. Dreams were his domain, and those who fought against his will soon discovered the reason for his title, The Nightmare.

“Do you feel it, too?” the Nightmare asked.

The connection mana around The Nightmare flickered with excitement as the dreams around them multiplied. For centuries they had strived for perfection, witnessing Ioa’s passage. Many had tried to court their friendship.

The Gesti had interested them, as did many of their brethren, but they had chosen to accompany The Nightmare instead for a single reason.

He was not just a friend. The Nightmare was a ruler.

Dreams were his territory. His domain had been established long ago in this area long forsaken by mankind. The connection mana respected him. Each cardinal of the churches had trouble listing those who could beat them in their specializations. Some were unique. Others were simply monstrous talents.

The Nightmare was neither.

When he was mortal, he had been heralded as a genius. Then he’d declared his intentions of gazing upon the wonders of dreams, and professed he would be their master. Many had laughed. Some had cried. Others had lamented his waste of talent. For years his family and his teachers had cursed his decision.

They had wanted a warrior. Instead, he had turned his back on them.

‘There are more powerful applications for connection magic’, they had protested. ‘Connection magic can freeze armies and entrap minds.’

‘Is it so wrong to choose the wonders of imagination?’ He had asked.

‘Yes, for it will get you nowhere in life.’ They had replied. ‘You can’t live life in a dream.’

How wrong they were.

The Nightmare chuckled at the old memories.

And yet, now even they were gone. Only he remained, mana and the eternity of humanity’s dreams his only true companions.

Though all that truly remains of me is a dream. How ironic that my journey led me to the church of the divine of war. Wait. What⁠—

A powerful dream interrupted The Nightmare’s vigil, and he turned to face its source.

He found himself looking at the still form of Andross Silver.

“You are asleep.” The Nightmare’s voice was a whisper, and it rippled through the mana in the surroundings. “Finally.”

The Phoenix atop the Marked one’s head stared at the cardinal, but he paid it no heed. Phoenixes and dreams did not mix, and it could not harm him.

“A strange existence, accompanied by yet stranger times.” The Nightmare commented. “You have brought much change. If you survive, perhaps you will bring more.”

The Marked ones. Existences that caused awe wherever they went.

The Nightmare didn’t feel the same.

Andross Silver was an oddity, but he was only one among many that The Nightmare had seen over the years. Whether the Marked one died in this prison or lived was of no concern to him.

“Ah, you dream tonight.” The Nightmare whispered. “Good.”

The Nightmare couldn’t remember the last time he had viewed a Marked one’s dreams. Their divine mana was too strong even for his magic to pierce. The motes fought. They struggled. They conquered. No, a Marked one was not an easy target, even in their most vulnerable state.

Then he frowned.

An odd fluctuation was disrupting the connection mana across the complex, and it had come from the imprisoned Marked one.

Someone was trying to communicate with Andross Silver.

“No. I will not allow it.” The Nightmare hissed. “This bond must cease.”

The Nightmare stepped forward, his form rippling in the realm of the physical and dream. All around him he could see the connection mana wavering as something took over them, wrenching the motes from his grasp.

It was a power that had no origin, and he was helpless against it. But it was also not fighting him, only moving him aside to reach Andross Silver.

“How strange. How wondrous. To think there was a magician so skilled in this world. Are you a Gesti, or perhaps even Gesti Lien himself?” The Nightmare’s words went unheeded. “But the Marked one is not attuned to connection. Which means you can push me aside, but he cannot.”

The Nightmare couldn’t sense the magic’s source, nor could he fathom how it was breaking through the protections of the prison, yet still, it came. And it came in the form of a dream. Once, when he had been young, there had been a sense of caution around dreams. And a feeling of wonder.

In front of him was the dream of a Marked one. Its lines of connection shimmered with a faint gold tinge, and The Nightmare could feel its contents opening before his watch. Whoever was connecting to Andross Silver was moving through the boy’s dreams to do so.

That was their mistake.

Dreams were his territory. The Nightmare was their master, and no dream defied him. Not even the most powerful.

With a single push of his mind, the connection mana around the cardinal gathered and spread out across the Marked one’s cell. There was a faint sense of danger from the divine mana within the boy, but The Nightmare wasn’t reading the Marked one’s thoughts, or his memories, he was simply cutting an external connection before it formed. So, the divine mana left him alone.

I will glimpse his dream. Only for a moment. Do not fret.

The cardinal’s connection mana met the bond as it formed in Andross’s dream, and he pulled at the magic, intending to disrupt it as he had with others a hundred thousand times before. A flash of visions entered his mind, a tiny glimpse of Andross Silver’s dreams.

He saw the world.

He saw fire.

He saw⁠—

A single scream hit the air. An unearthly wail of pain that struck deeper than the soul.

Morehlys soon realized it was his own.

“[SEVER].”

A powerful pulse of connection magic rippled across the complex and through the mountain, the mana shaking and trembling at the fear contained within his voice. He had seen Andross Silver’s dreams. A simple glimpse, no more, and no less, but that alone was enough to fill him with horror, and he cut the vision from his memories, erasing it from his mind before he was stripped of his sanity.

The cardinal had deemed himself the lord and ruler of dreams, gazing into them with reckless abandon. But now, he felt terror at the thought.

Because for the first time, something had looked back.
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As I walked across the shattered dream of reality, the world shifted, and changed. Underneath my feet was the path of infinity, a sea of nothingness that held infinite possibilities yet to be realized. Above me a hundred thousand stars danced across the sky. Each was impossibly large and distant, but I could feel their gazes on me. They were always on me.

Because they weren’t stars. Not really. They were eyes. Separate, but individual. Shards of the whole.

And when they came together a single being gazed down upon creation.

It stared at me.

The Crijik.

Is one of the eyes looking somewhere else?

The scene shifted, warping and changing as something struck my senses from beyond my dream. My [Mana Sense] detected a surge of connection mana larger than any other I’d seen before. I wondered if it was real, or just another manifestation of the madness the Crijik seemed to incite in my mind.

If the feeling had come from reality, then I should have woken up, but still, the dream continued.

The stars disappeared and my feet touched solid ground. Above me the sky was bright, and the sun was being torn open like an eggshell. All around me were flames, dancing atop the shattered trees and torn earth. It was all so familiar, and yet I was still half-awake, unable to fully comprehend what I was seeing.

“This isn’t the usual dream.” I looked around. “Where are we?”

A torrent of tweets answered my question.

Don’t know. Lots of fire. Why Andross here? Why Agni here? What’s that in the sky— NO!

The chirps abruptly broke off and I blinked in surprise.

Then, I saw where I was.

“Oh, no. The First Night.”

Agni was sitting on my head, her eyes turning away from the sight of the Crijik in the sky. A shiver ran through her body, but she was still alive, so I was sure she had looked away before seeing the divine.

“Keep your eyes closed, Agni,” I said. “That’s not something you can see.”

The Crijik didn’t acknowledge my presence. Instead, it did something I didn’t expect.

It moved.

The long pupil shifted, ever so slightly, toward the south.

A familiar tug at my heart caused me to fall to my knees, and the world around me stuttered and rippled, the world shifting before my eyes. It felt like Roxxy’s attempts to connect with me, but different. More powerful. Something was forming a bond with me. One that not even the Crijik could dispel.

Fue?

A familiar cry shattered my thoughts, and all around me the flames of the First Night retreated.

[Help.]

The dream stuttered as an intruder entered the world, and the figure rose over me, covering the sky with its wings and blocking out the sight of the Crijik. Massive chains threatened to pull it down, but it refused to follow their whims, struggling against them with all its might.

Agni chirped with joy, her flames turning a bright shade of gold.

The origin. The progenitor.

“Yeah,” I replied, slightly awestruck by the enormity of the being that had entered my dream.

Covering the world above me was the Phoenix.

The Phoenix looked down at the world, its mighty figure casting a pallor on the destruction around me. Its eyes roamed over the surroundings, hope springing up in its existence as it spotted Agni, and then despair following swiftly after as its focus fell onto me.

A powerful cry reverberated throughout the dream, pulsing with anger and fury.

[Divine.]

“Wait, Phoenix! I’m here to help you!”

The words left my mouth the moment the Phoenix appeared, but it was hopeless. The massive creature flapped its wings, and its rage engulfed me. The dream shattered to pieces, and I was flung from it with the force of an angry deity.

The last thing I saw as the dream disappeared was the Phoenix flying off into the distance, far faster than I could follow.

Where is it going?
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I woke up to chaos.

“Andross Silver, what have you done?”

Inné’s voice boomed with anger, as my eyes fluttered open, and I found myself staring at the divine. He was accompanied by a group of people whose magic caused my mind to falter, but I ignored them, focusing on the divine. The Marked one crossed his arms, his muscles rippling but his expression taught. It was too much of a change compared to when I had left him yesterday.

A quick look at the people behind him told me why.

Eleven of the twelve cardinals of Inné had gathered. The three who I had met yesterday were there. And one more I hadn’t yet been introduced to. Only six were present of the seven who had fought against Gerial.

I had no doubt that if they could have, the twelfth cardinal would also be here. Which meant that something had delayed them.

Are they injured, or dead?

The grim looks on the cardinal’s faces told me that the answer was dire either way. Most of the six that had fought against Gerial still sported severe injuries, some barely holding onto consciousness, and that was after a day of access to the greatest healing magic the world had to offer.

I could still see hints of lightning mana flickering across their skin, refusing to leave their wounds alone.

“Well now, that didn’t take long,” I said. “What happened?”

“You’re playing dumb,” Inné growled. “A connection was established. Do you think we wouldn’t notice?”

“Ah.” I tilted my head.

They noticed?

“Are you sure about that?” I asked. “You’ve got connection magicians here. I’m sure they would have prevented any sort of connection.”

“Cardinal Morehlys detected the bond being formed, but when he attempted to disrupt it, he was…unable to,” Inné said, his eyes shifting toward the cardinal in question. “But I do not need to explain this to the recipient. Do not try to deny it, there are none that can fool The Nightmare’s eyes.”

I didn’t hide my astonishment. “You can see the connection?”

The cardinal nodded. I saw a shiver run across his being, the wraithlike appearance solidifying with further humanity as it was reminded of its mortality.

No matter how much I grow, I always discover something new and amazing. I’ve underestimated the cardinals. This man witnessed Fue’s touch, even if he didn’t recognize it.

I could still feel Agni in my hair, but unlike me she was still asleep. The Phoenixes’ rampage hadn’t ejected her from the First Night. Which could mean that the dream was still ongoing, even without me in it.

Just don’t look at the sky, Agni. Please.

I could only hope my thoughts reached her somehow.

“We are sure,” a voice slithered over my cell.

I turned to find Morehlys, The Nightmare, staring at me. The cardinal looked worse for wear, to say the least. The connection mana that had been spreading forth from him like thread was gone, severed, and his wraithlike form was almost tangible, losing its spectral touch and replacing it with flesh and bones, as though it had been forced to view itself as a human once more.

“I have felt it. Viewed its creation. But I have not seen it. No. Never before. Never again.”

There was a cadence to his tone that caused concern to swell up inside me. The cardinal’s voice shook, and his words came out in the same jittery-stilted chatter I’d experience when first gazing upon the Crijik.

I stared the cardinal in the eye. “Tell me you didn’t touch it.”

“I did. For but a moment. Severed it from my mind. Severed everything. And yet, it lingers. Gnawing at my reality. Scratching at my existence. The never-ending dream. The eternal nightmare.”

And then his words made sense. He had done more than see the connection forming. He had touched it. And if his magic worked anything like Roxxy’s, then my memories would have been transferred to him. The same dream I was experiencing at the time.

He had seen the First Night

“You need to distract yourself,” I said. “If you truly touched the connection, then you must do everything you can to make sure it never returns. Not in memory. Not in dreams. Not in feeling. Or else it will shatter your being.”

The cardinal jolted at my words. Then slowly, he nodded.

“I am trying. Divines, I am trying. But it is so difficult.”

“Then try harder,” I demanded. My words weren’t a suggestion.

They were an order.

Inné’s eyes narrowed. “You do not order my cardinals to act.”

“I do when they could be dying,” I retorted.

My thoughts went unspoken, but as I shifted in surprise, I felt Agni stir, and I paused. I didn’t want to wake her. The Phoenix was inside that dream, and I was sure it could protect my friend from harm.

I could only hope that it would listen to her words.

“Enough. Tell me, who established the bond with you? What is their intention?”

Inné’s voice was low, and a hint of danger lingered within it. The man had fought against two divines, and the multiple cardinals of his church were hurting. One was too injured to appear, perhaps even irrevocably damaged, and now another on the verge of death. The church of Inné was at its weakest, and a slight disruption could cause them harm that they couldn’t come back from.

I gazed at Inné warily.

A man at his wits end was prone to making rash decisions, and the church of Inné had a lot of connection magicians to call upon. If one couldn’t sever the connection, then he could try two, or a dozen, or hundreds. I had no doubt that all of those magicians would die in the attempt.

The cardinals stared at me stonily. None of them looked worried or concerned that I would sneak a falsehood into my answer. He had to have a way of telling truth from lies.

I’m being connected to the Phoenix. But Inné didn’t ask me who I was connecting with. He asked me who was forming the question. And those are two, very, very different answers.

Telling that truth made no difference. Whether or not they would believe me is another matter.

I smiled, causing Inné to frown.

“It’s Fue.”

“The church of Fue.” A low growl rumbled out of Inné’s throat. “The other Crijik and Fue are close. I should have known.”

“Ah, wait.” I held my hand up. “I misspoke. I wasn’t talking about Alyssa.”

“Do not lie,” Inné said.

“I’m not. Though she may also be Fue, I was talking about the Fue, the divine. She is the one that is establishing the connection.” I stared him in the eyes. “I swear it on my status as a Marked one. She which the world worships. She who governs creation and order. She who allows existence to rest on her feathers. That Fue.”

The cardinals froze, and Inné paused.

Ah, so they do have a way to check if I’m telling the truth.

A possibility crossed my mind. One that sent a genuine flicker of worry through me.

“Inné, did you see my dream?” I asked.

A single shake of Inné’s head sent a flood of relief through me. I had no doubt what the outcome of that would be, even if the viewer was another Marked one. Forget the ascension, Inné would have been lucky to survive the end of the day.

I could see the doubt winning as he took in my words. Shock had been his first reaction, and then disbelief. And now that second emotion was taking over. The divines were mysteries, and even a Marked one had trouble believing that one would communicate with me, let alone Fue herself.

This was my chance to grab the initiative.

“Let your church and mine parley,” I said. “I’ve had time to think, and we have no reason to fight. Let alone go to war.”

Inné’s eyebrows furrowed. “You are…lying. You will not leave without freeing the prisoner.”

There was hesitation in his voice. As though his spell had told him otherwise. The cardinals picked up on it, their expressions shifting in confusion.

“I came because I was led by Agni here to this mountain.” I gave the small Phoenix a gentle pat. “It’s true that we were hoping to find the Phoenix, but we wouldn’t have freed it. Not immediately. I only came to see if it needed to be free after hearing its call for help. And in truth, I didn’t know your church was involved. If I had, I would have gone through diplomatic channels. I’m a Marked one, not a warmonger. I know how to ask for information.”

“You would have freed the vessel either way,” Inné replied.

He might be right. I’ve been kidnapped and chained once before. I would never wish that experience on another living being. But not even I know if that means I would have freed the Phoenix without even checking their intentions.

“I would not,” I said. “I had no reason to. I’ve never even met them. Even now, it makes no sense. You would provoke a war just because you fear I’ll interfere with your ascension, but there are multiple ways to guarantee I won’t, even if I am free.”

My words were true, and I knew my voice conveyed that truth.

The Phoenix was important to Fue, and they haunted my dreams, but they were still a stranger. I didn’t know if they were dangerous. Or even if Fue wanted me to kill the Phoenix rather than free them.

Inné’s expression twisted as doubt clashed with the results of his truth detection spell. Then he shifted, and I saw his gaze steel.

Already convinced himself that I’m lying, did he?

A few of the cardinals, however, looked serious. My revelations and offer of parley had hit them where it mattered. They had been with the church long before the current Inné was born, and each was well rehearsed in the ways of diplomacy and tactics. On top of that, Morehlys’s state shook them to the core.

They would be double checking whatever lie detection magic had been put in place around my cell.

“Very well, if you still doubt me, then let’s return to the important details,” I said.

I raised my gaze to meet them defiantly. I have to phrase things carefully. They could gather more information from my lies than my truths.

“Fue has been communicating with me long before my capture, and she has her own intentions,” I said. “I have only told you this because I’m afraid that you’ll try to sever the connection again, and I cannot tell you what the consequences will be. Try again and death will be the least of your concerns.”

Inné stared at me, blood drops had begun to form where his fingers gripped his skin. “You are lying. You must be.”

“I think you have ways of divining that I’m not,” I replied.

Half of the cardinals stirred, their mana fluctuating as their emotions intensified.

Inné held up his hand, stopping the commotion in its tracks. “It is of no concern. We will be watching you, Andross Silver. Even if you communicate with another, there is no hope in escaping.”

“You have no need to threaten me when letting me go would resolve this entire situation with ease. Whether or not you believe me doesn’t matter, but don’t risk the lives of others just to be stubborn,” I replied. “Your connection magicians cannot survive against the might of a divine.”

My words echoed across the corridor and were met with the sound of footsteps.

Inné was leaving.

His cardinals glanced at me, and then followed in the footsteps of their Marked one. In moments they were gone, but varying emotions crossed their faces. Even the most powerful people in the world wouldn’t doubt the words of a divine.

Why would Inné not wish to parley? I wondered. He’s only disadvantaged himself by keeping me here.

I saw two cardinals break off from the others, taking positions just outside of my view. The church of Inné had increased my security.

However, one cardinal had stayed behind.

And he wasn’t alone.

A group of ten connection magicians walked into the corridor, bowing deeply to the cardinal as they arrived. Three of them had gold masks by their side, and the rest wore silver masks with golden borders.

As one, they bowed to me. “We greet Crijik, the divine.”

“I greet you,” I said, keeping my voice cordial. “Did Inné tell you about me?”

“We are not to read your thoughts,” The gold mask at the forefront answered.

Unlike the others, she had flecks of something else in her mask. Platinum, or maybe another metal similar to it. It was the first time I had seen something like it.

A platinum-gold mask.

“To do so would be blasphemy,” another added.

“We are merely here to watch, and to guard,”

The group nodded, though none seemed particularly concerned about offending the Marked one they were talking in front of. Their qualms were religious, rather than personal.

“Actually, I was going to warn you that trying to read my mind would lead to your deaths,” I said. “I have night terrors that could kill a cardinal. And some very sensitive memories.”

“With all due respect to your divine majesty, we do not fear memories,” the platinum-gold mask replied. “Let alone dreams.”

The connection magicians chuckled, and I saw the figures at the end of the corridor shift. I saw cardinal Tesfohl’s crystal spear, and Itui’s side profile.

Suddenly, the connection magician’s confidence didn’t seem unwarranted.

So, they have two cardinals up front to stop me if I somehow regain my magic, but up close they only send connection magicians, I thought over their arrangement and frowned. They must have absolute confidence in this cell if the only thing they want to stop is communications between me and other people.

When I thought about it further, it wasn’t a farfetched plan. This many connection magicians and the cardinals together could stop my movements until reinforcements arrived. It would become a quick battle once the divine of war joined.

When I was hiding my divine mana, I’m not sure I could even take a cardinal in a direct fight. I pondered on my chances. Now it wouldn’t be so simple. Not with the elements and divine mana on my side.

“I won’t try to escape, don’t worry,” I said. “But if a connection does form, don’t touch it. Don’t even look at it. Just close your eyes and run if you can.”

The platinum-gold mask smiled. “We will do as our Marked one wills, though I⁠—”

She froze.

What just happened? I stared at her.

It wasn’t just her. All ten of the connection magicians had gone quiet. All of them were frozen in place.

“It burns. The call of madness. So tempting. So safe. How do I stop it.”

The Nightmare’s voice carried over my cell, and I turned to look at him. He was the cause of this phenomenon.

A shiver ran down my spine. The cardinal hadn’t used magic. Not any that I’d felt. Without warning, he had struck, and all of his compatriots had been dealt with.

“Are they dead?” I asked,

Then I heard one snore.

“Asleep.” The Nightmare confirmed.

“No wonder you could see the connection. As for the solution, meditation.” I answered. “Lots and lots of meditation.”

The cardinal paused.

Then, he sat down and meditated.

“—do appreciate the advice, Divine Crijik.” The platinum-gold mask continued, waking up and returning to the conversation as though she had never fallen asleep.

I ignored her and kept my eyes on the meditating cardinal.

If he survives then he should count himself lucky. I glanced at his shimmering form. I don’t think he saw the Crijik. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. If he had been anyone less skilled than a cardinal, then he wouldn’t have been able to stop his magic so quickly, or deal with the repercussions.

I laid back, and I noted with wonder that my legs were mostly healed. Pain had been nonexistent after that first instance, a result of a life magic spell, but I’d still held a little worry because the damage had remained. Now, I felt calmer.

When I sleep, the Phoenix will be there again. Before that happens, there’s one more thing to take stock of.

I tapped at the air and opened up my system notifications.

There were a lot of them.

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 10.]

[Earth Manipulation (VI) has reached level 11.]

[Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 10.]

[Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 11.]

[Earthen Spear (II) has reached level 12.]

[Stone Grasp (II) has reached level 15.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 10.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 11.]

…

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 14.]

[Metal Manipulation (II) has reached level 15.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 18.]

[Water Manipulation has reached level 19.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 15.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 16.]

…

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 18.]

[Fire Manipulation has reached level 19.]

“Fighting against a monster and then a Marked one. I’m getting a little too dangerous with my opponents lately,” I murmured.

As though reflecting my thoughts, the next few notifications appeared with flashing lights.

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 19.]

[Fear Tolerance (II) has reached level 20.]

[Fear Tolerance has reached rank 3.]

[Pain Tolerance (V) has reached level 7.]

[Pain Tolerance (V) has reached level 8.]

[Pain Tolerance (V) has reached level 9.]

[Pain Tolerance (V) has reached level 10.]

“Great, always a pleasure to level you two.” I chuckled.

The cardinal stirred from his spot but didn’t exit his meditation. I had a feeling he would be occupied with his own battles for quite a while. The church would have other ways of monitoring me apart from the cardinals, which meant I still had to be careful about my words.

I wonder if I can talk to Agni in our dreams. Assuming she didn’t just enter today by a fluke.

I shook my head and read the rest of my messages. My mana-related skills had grown by leaps and bounds, undoubtedly helped greatly by my newly leveled up [Mana Affinity] skill.

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 2.]

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 3.]

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 4.]

…

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 8.]

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 9.]

[Mana Manipulation (V) has reached level 10.]

[Mana Sense (V) has reached level 6.]

[Mana Sense (V) has reached level 7.]

[Mana Sense (V) has reached level 8.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 9.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 10.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 11.]

…

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 14.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 15.]

[Mana Vitality (II) has reached level 16.]

I winced as I saw [Mana Vitality]’s increase. That skill was only so low because I rarely let my opponents get near enough to cut through my flesh. The fact that I had almost died several times in the last fight wasn’t the greatest thing, but the increased levels would add an extra level of protection during my next fight.

“Speaking of protection…”

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 10.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 11.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 12.]

…

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 17.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III) has reached level 19.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 14.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 15.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 4.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 5.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 6.]

…

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 12.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 13.]

[Eye of the Crijik has reached level 14.]

Well, that one is just obvious, I thought. I’ve almost never turned off the skill since I started. If only I’d realized it existed before.

I was about to close the system when three new notifications popped up. Each one was different from the usual level up, and my eyes widened as I read them.

[You have unlocked the skill: Fire Pillar]

[Fire Pillar: Level 1.]

[You have unlocked the skill: Metal Spear.]

[Metal Spear: Level 1.]

[You have unlocked the skill: Metal Shield.]

[Metal Shield: Level 1.]

“Holy Fue,” I spluttered.

My shock transferred to my head, and Agni stirred, chirping drowsily in confusion as she awoke.

“Sorry, Agni,” I said.

I’ll talk with her in a second.

I opened the skill notifications and examined them. I’d studied the various skills I could unlock during my studies and at the church, so their descriptions came up automatically.

[Fire Pillar: Manipulate nearby flames into a more deadly form capable of self-direction. The size of your pillar is dependent on your Fire Manipulation skills and other related abilities.]

[Metal Spear: Mold your metal into a deadly spear capable of self-direction. The spears will fly toward your target or otherwise follow your thoughts.]

[Metal Shield: Mold your metal into a protective shield. The shield will stay in place where created unless otherwise directed or manipulated. The shield created will be stronger than a shield formed using metal without the skill.]

I bit my lip as I read through the skill descriptions. They were eerily reminiscent of the final attack I had launched at Inné.

These were unlocked thanks to my abilities.

A thrill ran through me. There was a reason why I had always had so much trouble using metal alongside other elements. As my only mid-tier element, metal was much harder to manipulate, and I used up too much focus on it when using it. That meant I couldn’t spare any concentration to manipulate any of my other elements.

These new skills would help me overcome that weakness. Since they would deal with the focus part of the spell, I could spare more on the other elements, using them side by side with metal if I wanted to.

That was the reason I used [Earthen Spear] and [Stone Grasp] so much, and now I could replace one of those skills with a higher tier version.

“Status screen.”

Name: Andross Silver

Class: Second Chance

Level: 1

Health: 100/100

Mana: 38,968/38,968 (Locked state)

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 83

Wisdom: 11

Stamina: 8

Dexterity: 14

Available stats:

Class: 10% to any stat (Intelligence)

Free stats: 10 (unassigned).

Skill list:

* Earth Creation (VI): Level 8

* Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 11

* Earthen Spear (II): Level 12

* Stone Grasp (II): Level 15

* Fire Pillar: Level 1

* Metal Spear: Level 1

* Metal Shield: Level 1

* Metal Manipulation (II): Level 15

* Water Manipulation: Level 19

* Fire Manipulation: Level 19

* Meditation (VI): Level 2

* Fear Tolerance (III): Level 1

* Pain Tolerance(V): Level 10

* Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

* Mana Manipulation (V): Level 10

* Mana Sense (V): Level 8

* Mana Affinity: Level 5

* Mana Vitality (II): Level 16

* Mana Sanctuary (III): Level 19

* Mana Communication (II): Level 15

* Spirit Communication (II): Level 7

* Symbol Inscription (II): Level 3

* Celestial Convergence: Level 1

* Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 18

* Eye of the Crijik: Level 14

The changes were great, but the first thought to cross my mind was a glum one.

Gold won’t be here to eat my intelligence boosts.

I shook my head, and a small puff of fire caught my attention. Agni had woken up fully now, and I eyed her flames with interest. Unfortunately, they weren’t composed of mana. They were integral to her being, and so I couldn’t manipulate them to try and escape.

The Phoenix looked at me, and I could tell she wanted to tell me something.

“I can’t wait to get back to sleep,” I said. “Hopefully with no interruptions this time.”

Agni nodded, her beak dipping over my eyes and then bobbing back up. She knew that this wasn’t the place to talk.

I waved my hand and watched as my [Heart-Silver] spear floated around me, hidden to all but me. Oubliez’s symbol hid within its domain, and I thanked my lucky stars that that included whatever was inside the spear, even if that substance wasn’t metal.

The branch of the burning lake was calling to me from where I’d stuffed it into the spear. The six attunements within the branch were loud enough to be shouting, their power pulsated out to me and vying for my attention, hoping to be the one I chose to learn.

Fire, water, earth, nature, life, and lightning.

Each one had been stabilized completely by the time mana I’d poured onto them, but they still flickered in and out of existence. They were the six attunements occupying the same space thanks to the presence of chaos, and I could only choose one to solidify its existence. The moment I made my choice, the other attunements would be destroyed.

Why did I think wind was part of this group? I thought, my confusion reaching my face. I definitely had a thought that I could attune to wind with this.

Before, when thinking of the branch, I’d assumed it had a wind attunement. And that was despite seeing it dozens of times before and inspecting it thoroughly until I had it memorized.

It’s weirder that it doesn’t have wind, right?

I frowned. There was fire, water, and earth. Even nature and life. All of those were elements that had been present when the branch had formed. But the tree that the branch had come from had been assaulted by a storm from all sides. A wind attunement should have been the most likely presence within it.

“No, that’s not right,” I murmured. “That’s not right at all.”

Agni gazed at me curiously, and I scratched her neck absentmindedly.

I looked at the world around me, noting the lack of wind mana. “I wonder…”

Following a hunch, I deactivated [Eye of the Crijik].

The moment I did, several of the attunements disappeared. Life, nature, and lightning were gone, vanishing from my sight. I could still sense them, faintly, and I could solidify them if I wanted to, but they were harder to grasp, almost invisible to my mind’s eye.

However, four attunements still remained. Those that I had either unlocked or had an affinity to were clear and visible in the branch.

Wait. Four attunements? I stared at the branch. There should only be three with the others gone.

I swept over the branch with my [Mana Sense], examining it thoroughly. Sure enough, there were four elemental attunements present, all of which called to me joyfully. The newcomer sat calmly between water and fire, preventing them from clashing with each other. In turn, water and water prevented the new attunement’s power from reaching the earth attunement.

Pulsating in greeting and overflowing with power was the wind attunement.

Earth, water, wind, and fire. My companions. My friends. What will they accomplish if they can finally be together?

“That’s more like it,” my lips curled into a smile. “Shall we sleep soon, Agni?”

Agni chirped sharply.

Sleep good. Need more. Always sleep.

I chuckled. “Now you’re starting to sound like Gold.”

Over the next few minutes I settled down, resting my [Heart-Silver] spear right above my lap, making sure that it didn’t press down on my clothes and reveal its presence. My decision had been made, but I didn’t solidify the choice by choosing the attunement immediately. Instead, I closed my eyes, falling into contemplation, and in a few minutes [Meditation] activated automatically, and I fell deeper into the void that was my mind.

For the next few hours, I would be spending time with the attunements in my mind, so that when the time came, I would be prepared to examine the new attunement within my branch.

Soon, I would unlock my wind element.


34 I’M THE KIND OF GUYS THAT LIVES OUT MY DREAMS. SO, I BURNT DOWN MY HOUSE


It was strange how many times I had found myself captive after my reincarnation. Twice, to be exact. Which was already far more than the zero times of my previous life. Last time, I had been fearful, but kept my feelings together because William had been with me, and he’d been a terrified child in need of a stable pillar.

Now, I was oddly calm.

“I must be doing something wrong,” I said.

Andross help Agni. Did nothing wrong. I apologize.

Agni’s sing-song voice hit my ear, her tone low.

Led to trap. Too excited. Did not think of consequences.

The Phoenix was downhearted, and I could see her flames fluttering apologetically.

“That’s all right, none of us predicted that we’d be ambushed. Let alone by a Marked one and seven cardinals.” I shook my head, causing Agni to chortle as she rocked from side to side. “But how did they know we would be there? That’s enough firepower to take out two Marked ones. They even had the Phoenix’s rift prepared to incapacitate us.”

The Phoenix shrugged with her wings and chirped. Sensed magic? Maybe mana. Or sense incoming Phoenix. I was big.

“You were very big,” I agreed. “And now you’re here, which I assume has something to do with the Phoenix.”

I looked around ‘here’, which was a sight for sore eyes. Literally, because the entire area was a cacophony of flames, and their bright light was making my eyes burn.

We were back in my dream.

I’d spent hours studying my attunements, and then fallen asleep. Entering my dreams again, the First Night hadn’t retreated, nor had Agni been kicked out of it. Instead, she sat on my head as we looked out into the burning expanse of a dying world.

Maybe. Or other. I sensed in dream, Agni replied. They connect us. Add Phoenixes to the dream. You know them?

“It was the intervention of a divine,” I answered. “That’s what I think. They’ve added you to my dreams. As for the actual dream…”

Agni perked up, looking around. Very grim, I thought. Andross dream happier. Brighter. More ice cream.

“I wish,” I sighed.

Agni trilled softly, her flames dampening as she gazed around, careful not to look up.

So. This is the end. Of Ioa. Of the world.

“We don’t know that for sure,” I replied. “It could be a vision. Or an illusion.”

The First Night wasn’t the dream I was expecting, but I’d had time to think about it. The Phoenix was powerful. Far more so than I’d expected. And now it was preventing my divine mana from acting and even flying into my dreams.

“Is this my response to the threat I’m facing?” I wondered aloud. “Or is this the work of the Crijik?”

I shuddered as I spoke its name. It was above us, watching over creation as it burned.

To distract myself, I focused on the task at hand.

The Phoenix.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

Agni chirped her agreement. I will try. To call. The origin.

“Hopefully the Phoenix feels like talking,” I replied.

Closing her eyes, and raising her head, she looked toward the sky and let out a sharp cry, melodic and soulful. Her flames brightened, cascading over my head, and the sounds of her song bounced across the ruined environment.

I AM HERE!

I waited patiently, a faint hope rising in my chest.

After a few minutes that hope dimmed, and I pursed my lips. The Phoenix had been in all of my dreams since I’d woken from my coma. I was hoping that today would be like yesterday, and that I could try to work something out.

“I really wanted that to work,” I said. “Did the Phoenix leave? Or maybe it never arrived.

No. Phoenix is here. I sense it.

“Where?” I asked, urgency entering my voice. “Can you sense it?”

Agni shook her beak.

Hiding. From the divine. From you. When you woke. I stayed. Tried talk. Progenitor ran.

“Ran? Where?”

A mournful shrug was my only response. Agni wanted to find the Phoenix as much as I did, but this time we didn’t have the connection provided by a flock of Phoenixes. Agni’s voice alone wasn’t enough to reach the Phoenix.

“If the Phoenix is still here, we might be able to find them,” I said.

I glanced to my side and saw a patch of ground that wasn’t covered in flames. With a gentle push it rose as a platform.

My mana stirred, activating just fine.

“Oh, het, that worked. Right.” I blinked in surprise. “I’m in a dream. Does that mean I’m using my mana internally? But the ground isn’t even real, so there’s nothing for me to manipulate.” I chuckled, a deep rumble that filled the surroundings. “Too many questions. I want answers. Come on Agni, it’s time to find out how big my dream really is.”

I stepped up to the sky one footfall at a time, gazing down as I moved.

I rose until the flames were dots of light below me.

I ascended until the oxygen had left the air.

Only when the continents were the size of my palm did I stop. Far higher than I had ever gone before.

The entire world looked like a ball in my hand.

And still, the Crijik loomed above.

I had never truly explored the First Night. Which meant I had been spared its devastating consequences, only vaguely thinking of the implications. There had always been a hope within me that the First Night was cordoned off to my vision, and only my home had been destroyed.

That was wishful thinking, and it was wrong.

All that remained of Ioa was ashes. Across my vision the five continents burned and shattered. There was no world left. No society, or civilization. All that existed was destruction, and the Crijik.

“The divine of death,” I murmured, my voice barely audible over the cracking of the sun. “I guess the title fits more than I realized. People can’t fathom its truth, but maybe they sensed it, deep inside.”

Much destruction. Lives lost. Or maybe not. Since this dream, Agni said.

“Do you sense the Phoenix?” I asked.

I searched the planet carefully, trying to sense the massive existence of the Phoenix through our connection. Unlike the other times, the Phoenix had actually seen me yesterday, and now that it was actively trying to hide from me, I was seeing its capabilities firsthand.

But my power was to see.

“[Eye of the Crijik].”

The world pulsed around me as I activated my skill, and I shuddered. I could feel a connection forming with the being watching down on me as I activated the skill in my dream. It would call it approving if the eldritch entity could feel approval.

Below me, the flames dimmed. None of them were made of mana, nor was there any mana on the planet. It was, after all, just a dream. Though one that was too eerily realistic for my tastes.

“Wait, I think I see— OW!”

Something bloomed in the distance in response to my gaze, cutting themselves off from my sight.

For a moment everything went black, and I rubbed my eyes as they watered. Then clutched my head. Whatever had hit me with their magic had caused more than just blindness. A migraine pounded into my skull, traveling throughout my body and causing me to freeze.

Phoenix there, Agni chirped. I sense it.

I groaned, forcing myself to open my eyes. Thankfully, the darkness had quickly retreated, replaced by the vision of the burning world. Whatever I had caught a glimpse of was gone, but Agni had raised her wing toward the middle-most area.

She was pointing at the central continent.

“All right, let’s give it a try,” I said.

I raised my arms wide and enjoyed the warm sensation of the ashen wind against my skin as I fell back down. I had stayed on my platform of uncharred earth, shifting the dirt from stairs to seat as I moved across the sky.

Traveling in my dreams was a peaceful, almost ethereal, sensation. There was nothing but my mind, the slight weight of Agni, and the crackling of flames to accompany my flight.

West. Further. Now more west. Now further. Now less west. Now north.

Agni gave instructions, seemingly unfazed by the lack of natural landmarks. I was certain that I recognized parts of the landscape, but the flames and destruction made navigation impossible for me. I would have gotten lost if it hadn’t been for Agni.

Here.

Here!!

Agni smacked her wing against my cheeks excitedly and I spluttered as her flames and feathers covered my nostrils. Following her eager demands, I dropped down onto the ground and found myself looking up at a familiar mountain.

“This is where I am now,” I said. “Except without the church of Inné’s sword sticking out of it.”

To my shock, the mountain wasn’t on fire.

Phoenix ahead. Inside mountain, Agni chirped with certainty.

“Okay, let’s go find them,” I said.

Before I could move, a voice stopped me in my tracks.

“So, you’ve come again, Inné.” The words cascaded across the seared surroundings. “Even in my nightmares, you haunt me.”

I approached the source of the voice and then stopped in surprise. At the base of the mountain was a person kneeling on the ground.

It was an old man locked in iron chains.

“I’m not Inné,” I replied.

His eyelids fluttered open at my approach, revealing almond eyes that shook with shock.

“Who are you?”

[image: ]


I woke up with a jolt, the view of the old man’s almond eyes burnt into my memories. Slightly gentle, and with sloping eyelids, they had looked so familiar.

“Ugh, wait, I wasn’t done,” I said, still half-asleep. “Who was that?”

Agni chirped with annoyance, stirring to life at the top of my head.

Woke up. Why? So close!

Her chirps quickly died down as she spotted cardinal Morehlys staring at them.

“Apologies for disturbing sleep,” the cardinal said, his voice coming out as a tired whisper. “Meditation worked for me. I feel better.”

“Really? Because you don’t look so good,” I said.

The cardinal had clearly had a much worse few hours than me and Agni. His form was almost entirely human, and his flesh quivered every few seconds. I had a feeling that his deep meditation had ended long before I’d awoken.

Ten figures were positioned in different spots, each of them sound asleep. The connection magicians of the church of Inné.

“I am better, but not whole. I…Require more help,” Morehlys’s voice took on a pleading tone.

“Well, that’d be a bad idea,” I said. “Considering you’re one of the people holding me hostage.”

The Nightmare let out a long sigh and closed his eyes. For a moment his skin shimmered, turning into translucent mist, and then it abruptly snapped back into place, forming flesh once again.

I winced. It looked painful.

“No other cardinals are here. Only me,” Morehlys said. “My companions will sleep for only a few moments longer. Any more will draw suspicion.”

There was a pause as he waited for me to discern the implication. A quick look around told me that he wasn’t lying, but I activated [Mana Sense] just in case. I didn’t see any mana signatures around me other than the few sleeping connection magicians.

However, I saw many, many, people in the building above me. There were at least a thousand. Maybe more. And all of them were magicians.

Where did all of them come from? The entire place was empty when we arrived!

Those people likely didn’t even know this area existed. I was further underground than I’d realized.

“Please. Help me,” Morehlys said.

I felt for the cardinal. I knew exactly what he was going through. Questions and memories ran through my mind of that time, and I shivered.

“I can help you. But you have to return the favor. Now.”

“What favor?” Morehlys’s voice came out a hiss.

“Help me escape.”

Morehlys shook his head, though the act held a slight reluctance. “Lord Inné is not to be defied. I will not earn his ire. Nor will I betray him.”

Agni chirped angrily in response, but I raised my hand to my chin pensively. There were a few things I could ask for. A more roundabout way of escaping was the obvious one, but it was clear that it was off the table. I also couldn’t tell him about any information during the favor or it might hinder my own plans. Morehlys was still a cardinal of Inné, so revealing my intentions would be foolish. That didn’t mean I couldn’t gain something.

“You’re a connection magician that specializes in sleep, right?” I pointed at the nearby connection magicians, each of whom were soundly knocked out and dreaming. “I’d like you to send me back to sleep. And make sure that my sleep always continues uninterrupted for a few hours each time. That should be easy enough.”

The Nightmare recoiled, unbridled fear crossing over his features.

“Your sleep will conjure dreams. And I have seen what happens when I touch those. There are easier ways to eliminate a cardinal. Less painful ones. And I would prefer all of them together compared to that which lingers within you.”

“Geez, I’m not trying to assassinate you.” I rolled my eyes. “You know better than anyone what’ll happen if you look into my memories. Just don’t, and you’ll be fine. But if you do, well, I can’t guarantee your life. Or your sanity.” I chewed on my thoughts a bit. “If you’re wondering why, I feel like I didn’t get enough in general. That’s all. You can tell Inné that you decided to do it to make sure I couldn’t act suspiciously.”

The cardinal didn’t look like he was fooled by my excuse for a second. He knew a connection was forming between me and something else when I slept. He didn’t know what that connection did, but he knew its potential.

“Oh, and answer a question,” I said.

“I accept,” Morehlys replied.

“Good, the question is simple. Does a person have to have an existing connection to me to bond with me without me knowing?” I asked.

That old man got into my dream somehow. And I want to know if he’s some kind of spy.

“Yes. And proximity,” Morehlys answered. “Weak connections are enemies. The mind and soul will reject them. Strong connections can slip through the gaps. Create weaknesses. Destroy lives. Without leaving a trace.”

So. the old man could be an enemy, I thought. But if he is, then he has to have a connection to me in the first place or else I’d have kicked him out subconsciously.

“Okay.” I nodded, keeping my emotions from my expression. “Now, let me figure out your issue.”

What had I done to stave off the Crijik’s influence? My dad’s mask isn’t an option…Oh, right!

A sweep of my gaze showed me the source of the cardinal’s problems immediately. There was plenty of connection mana in the room, but none of it was touching the cardinal. I could hear their thoughts going unheeded as they tried to connect with him.

Isolation.

Come back.

Where is our friend?

I shook my head. The cardinal had cut himself off from his own mana. Probably so that he wouldn’t see my dreams by accident. Or simply out of pure fear. Which made his use of magic even more impressive in my eyes. He’d done it all through instinct, similar to how my [Mana Affinity] ability worked.

“Reconnect with your mana, and communicate with it closely,” I said. “Trust me, you’ll find yourself learning that this fear comes from isolation, and it can be staved off through companionship.” I tilted my head and glanced at the connection magicians. They were still stirring. “Can you speak to mana?”

The Nightmare nodded.

“Then stop running from it, and go toward it,” I said. “I didn’t just mean you should meditate. You should meditate while communicating with your mana.”

“This is a known thing,” the cardinal said.

“You say that, but you’re scared to do it.” I frowned.

Or maybe it’s just never come up before. I don’t know his life story.

I focused on the connection mana around us and sent a faint pulse of intention. It wasn’t strong enough for others to pick up on, nor did anyone sense it. The cardinal had knocked out all the nearby connection magicians, and he was currently cut off from their voices.

The motes of connection mana floated down to me.

Friend? Hello.

Story?

I smiled at them and sent them instructions. They flickered curiously, examining my thoughts and the intentions behind them. Then they winked in agreement.

We will help.

Morehlys friend.

“I think you’ll be fine,” I said.

The mana around me departed, scattering as though we’d never talked. I’d given them instructions. The same lessons that my own mana had taught me when I sought its help against the divine. When The Nightmare spoke to them again, they would know how to help him, and they would stave off his madness.

“You mana will protect you from seeing what you don’t want to. You just need to ask it to. I understand that’s not a request that comes up often, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be fulfilled.”

“Very well, Divine,” Morehlys said the word ‘divine’ with a reverence that hadn’t been there yesterday. “It will be done. Thank you.”

A single tendril of connection mana floated toward me, hesitating as it reached my temple.

“[Sleep].”
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Agni slapped me with her wing, breaking me out of my pre-dream daze, and I looked around to see myself surrounded by flames. The mountain was still here, which was nice. It was intact, barely, and oddly devoid of fire. I wasn’t sure if that was because the Phoenix was influencing my dream, or because the mountain had stayed untouched during the original First Night.

“You’re back.”

A weary voice hit my ears, and I spotted the old man in chains.

“Andross Silver, lovely to meet you.” I nodded. “This is Agni.”

Greetings stranger, Agni chirped happily.

The old man glanced up, and then sighed.

“I won’t give you my name,” he said, his voice rife with suspicion.

“Oh?” I turned my focus away from the mountain and onto him.

The old man was a little worse for wear, judging from the pale pallor of his skin, but his voice held a deep timber, and hadn’t lost its edge despite his circumstances. This was a person used to being the authority in the conversation. Sandy-brown hair cascaded down his head, reaching up to his neck, and I saw that it wasn’t a voluntary style. He’d likely been unable to groom it for months. Which was a shame, because they covered his high-risen cheekbones, and the wrinkles beside his lips told me that he smiled a lot.

He wasn’t smiling now. His eyes crackled as he spoke, hints of lightning arcing within his pupil. It wasn’t as strong as Gerial’s, nobody’s was, but it was strong enough to give me pause. The man was at least a silver-mask, judging from the fluctuations I felt.

He’s a magician.

“I’m not convinced you’re not just a figment of my imagination. Can you tell me what you’re doing in my dreams?” I asked.

“No. I don’t think I will.”

The reply was immediate and curt, and a flutter of annoyance rose within me. Then I pushed it away. The man was in chains and had clearly had a rough time of it. The flames around us weren’t helping to make a fun and happy mood either.

I examined the man closely. His almond eyes contained lightning, but they also trembled in confusion. There wasn’t anything extraordinary about him, save for his drab gray garb, which was rather mundane compared to what I expected from a magician. That could be attributed to the fact that he was a prisoner.

The iron shackles also attested to that.

“Let me take those off you,” I said.

The old man’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Your chains.”

With a wave of my hand, I willed the shackles to fly off, and I grunted as I felt resistant.

Why is metal from my dreams resisting me?

I frowned and my mana stirred as I willed it to rise. Then I paused and sighed.

“They’ll sense it if I use too much mana.”

It was difficult to read the exact size of someone’s manapool even with the use of spells and the system. Some things were private, and unassailable by others. That was why it had taken so long for the church to confirm I truly was divine.

At the same time, feeling mana fluctuating was a difficult task. [Mana Sense] helped, and I had no doubt that the connection magicians surrounding me had their own methods of detection, but I wasn’t sure how much mana I could use before they became suspicious.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’ll have to find a way to do that when it’s safe.”

“Safe?” The man’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. Then suspicion took over and he shut his lips tight again.

“You thought I was Inné.” I tilted my head. “Why?”

Agni chirped.

He’s also. Prisoner.

“We can’t be sure of that,” I reminded the Phoenix gently. “This could just be another trick.”

It wasn’t lost on me that this old man had appeared under suspicious circumstances. Inné had surrounded me with connection magicians. Maybe one had sneaked into my dream somehow and was going to try and find information from me.

An act like that wasn’t simple to do, but it wasn’t impossible either.

The old man snorted. “I’d say the same thing about you, youngster.”

His eyes roamed toward the Phoenix. They widened, trembling slightly as they spotted Agni, and she raised a wing in greeting and let out a sing-song chirrup.

Hi stranger. Do you like tigers?

“I do, little guardian,” the man replied, his guard lowering for a moment. “I am not sure if you are real, so I apologize, but I cannot greet you properly.”

It’s okay. We’ll talk when free, Agni chirped in reply.

“These chains also don’t help with that.” I frowned.

I stepped forward, ignoring the man’s jolt and the crackle of electricity that sparked over his skin. With a sharp tug I lifted the chains, and I examined them closely.

“Regents.” I traced my fingers across them. “Carved with runes that prevent manipulation of the elements and harm. And…talking?”

“Ay,” The old man nodded. “Key information. Who I am. My name. Why I’m here. Even if you wanted to know, I would not be able to say it. The chains prevent it. Though I only find out what I can or can’t say. Not that I think you don’t know that already.”

I tapped the chains. “They’re not foolproof, but still strong enough to chain someone who can’t use the right type of magic.”

“And they’re damned annoying to sleep in, too,” the old man grunted.

His eyes watched me as I examined the chains from head to toe, searching for a weakness. They should have been easy to manipulate since they were part of my dreams, but I could sense their true nature, and none of it was dream-induced.

It confirmed that the man in front of me was real.

“You called Agni a guardian, which means you follow the old traditions.” I glanced at him. “We’re here to find the Phoenix. We think they’re in this mountain.”

“You won’t be able to approach,” the old man said, his chains rattling as he shifted to look at the mountain behind him. “The guardian is still within its domain. Without permission, you cannot enter.”

“That sounds like a challenge,” I said. “This is my dream. So, I should be able to get in.”

“You sound like my daughter,” the old man sighed.

I chuckled and the old man allowed a tiny smile onto his face.

“Watch me, old man,” I said.

“Now you’re just copying her,” he replied.

I shook my head and waved my hand, lifting a section of dirt from the ground and stepping atop it. With a thought I was flying to the edge of the mountain. It was far, very far, but without any obstacles in the way the journey was a quick one.

Wait. Andross. Feel something. Rejection.

Agni’s warning hit my ears a moment too late.

The mountain lit up with light and flames of a different kind to those destroying the world billowed over me. They were gold, like Agni’s, and when they struck me, they did no damage, but I definitely felt the impact.

SLAM.

I crashed onto the ground, skidding back for miles until I was at the edge of the mountain.

Ow.

Two sparkling almond eyes looked down at me from above.

“Told you,” the old man said.
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“Okay.” I blinked rapidly as I tried to get the world to stop spinning. “Maybe the Phoenix doesn’t want to say hi. Is there a way to get it to talk to me?”

The old man tilted his head. “I can’t say.”

His chains glowed as he spoke, and I saw their runes activating. They’d responded to my question.

“So, you can talk about the Phoenix existing, just not how to get to it,” I said.

“I can tell you what definitely won’t work, which is charging at it,” the old man said mirthfully.

Agni’s beady eyes popped up in front of my eyes, looking down at me sympathetically as I laid down on the ground. I felt no pain, but the Phoenix’s strike had shaken every bone in my body, and everything was fatigued. If I wasn’t already in a dream, I would have fallen asleep on the spot.

Phoenix scared. Hurting. Refuses to meet strangers, Agni said.

“You’re a Phoenix, too,” I groaned. I tried to get up, then failed and flopped onto the ground in exhaustion. “At least it didn’t kick me out of my dream this time.” I had a feeling that the cardinal outside my cell had something to do with that. “Morehlys kept up his side of our bargain.”

The strike just now was far more powerful than the cry that had kicked me out before, but it hadn’t been intended to harm me, that much was certain. The Phoenix was powerful enough to damage me in my dreams if I wasn’t careful, and yet it was only trying to end my sleep.

A single push of my hands caused the world to spin faster, and I bit my lip and closed my eyes. Agni cooed softly and embraced me with her wings.

Andross hurt. Fly into Phoenix. Like dumb pit donkey. Amanda will be mad.

“She’ll get over it,” I said, wincing slightly as I accidentally moved my head. “You’re not hurt?”

Origin will not. Hurt kin. Agni’s voice was filled with pride. Agni precious child. I am special.

“Now you’re just sounding like Gold.”

That comment earned me a gentle wing-slap against my scalp.

A chuckle rose into the air, a faint sound that startled me. The lightning in the old man’s almond eyes had lessened, and I could see mirth within them. Then he saw me looking and glanced away, his expression turning stoic once again.

“So, you called Agni a guardian,” I called out to him. “That means you follow the old traditions.”

The old man’s chains glowed, and he turned away, forced to ignore me.

“Okay, you can’t answer that question directly either,” I sighed. “What about indirect questions?”

“Oh?” the old man replied, noncommittal.

Huh. I feel like he wanted to answer that one. Maybe he can’t answer questions, but he can respond to leading questions. What if I start talking as though I know the answer. So, either leading questions or just statements. Will the chains still react?

With a sigh I let my body relax against the warm ground. I closed my eyes to avoid viewing the Crijik above me. On my advice, Agni refused to witness the eldritch horror and I wondered if the old man had simply gotten lucky that he hadn’t spotted it, or if he’d sensed the divine when first entering the dream and avoided the entity since then.

No. Wait. That doesn’t make sense. He should be shuddering from simply being here.

My eyes fluttered open and I saw what was missing from the environment.

The Crijik wasn’t here.

Or rather, it was. But it wasn’t visible from this mountain. So not only was the mountain protected from physical harm, it was also protected from the view of the divine. At least within this dream.

The Phoenix rejects all that is divine, but its territory has been reduced to this mountain. That’s why it returned here. Which means the old man probably wasn’t here the first time I dreamt within the cells.

“You called Agni a guardian,” I said.

Gathering the last vestiges of my strength, I lifted myself up, forcing down the nausea and turning toward the old man. He was still looking away from me, but I could see his ear twitching as he listened intently.

Since I hadn’t asked him a question, his chains hadn’t activated. I smiled and carried on talking.

“That means you follow the old traditions. You know, I’m something of an old traditionalist myself. I chose my own name,” I said.

The old man snorted. “That’s like dabbling water on your clothes and calling yourself a water magician.”

“I was also raised by my parents, both of whom followed the old traditions,” I replied.

“‘Followed’?” the old man asked.

“They uh, don’t quite believe in them as strongly as before,” I admitted. Then I saw his face harden and instantly regretted it.

“Youngsters,” the old man pursed his lips.

“But you follow the old traditions, right? Proudly?” I asked.

His chains glowed and he fell silent, but there was the hint of a smile on his face. I wasn’t going to get any more words out of him for now.

But I had gotten my answer, and I knew what would activate the chains.

“If you really do follow the old traditions then you should be grateful to me. Hey, don’t give me that look. I brought over a Phoenix. Sort of.” I gestured at Agni. “I didn’t actually bring her. A connection was formed between us and I’m pretty sure she’s just tagging along.”

I am. Splinter of the origin. Agni nodded. Connect through Phoenix. Connect through Andross.

“Huh.” I paused. “Agni, can you connect to Amanda?”

I wouldn’t want to bring Amanda into my dream. Not with the threat of reality-shattering madness striking her the moment she viewed the Crijik. But a connection between her and Agni could be a potential way to gather information and relay that fact that I was fine back to the others. They had to be worried sick.

I tried. Too far. And cell too protected. There is no contact. What about. Gerial?

“I tried [Celestial Convergence],” I said. “It didn’t work. I’d bet that Gerial tried it, too, but the Phoenix’s presence is too disruptive.”

I could still feel Gerial’s presence when I focused on my Mark, but that was little comfort since he likely knew where I was. If he came here directly and the churches were to clash, then it would mean war, and I would have bigger issues to worry about.

That means only. Strong connections. To you. To Phoenix. And close by.

“Huh.” I glanced at the old man. “You’re right.”

Connection magic was a fickle thing. It required three components. The first was connection mana, and the second was distance.

The third was a genuine connection.

Roxxy had told me that she could establish connections, but that it was easier if I already had one that existed. That was why it had become easier for her to freeze my body as we grew closer, and then to go as far as reading each other’s minds. It all depended on how close our bond was, with depth carved by familiarity and strength built by trust.

Similarly, when Amanda had been attacked by a connection magician, they’d been too distant to do any dire harm. To even be able to affect her they’d used Roxxy as a relay in order to lure Amanda closer to them so that they could strike.

“How are you here? In my dream, I mean, not the chains,” I asked the old man.

He grunted in response, but his chains didn’t react. This question didn’t involve any taboo subjects as far as they were concerned.

“We have to have some sort of connection,” I continued. “This is my dream. The Phoenix was also brought here by another. I can accept you tagging along, but I can’t accept that it’s random. There has to be hundreds of people in this place now, and none of them were brought into my dream.”

Oh Fue, I hope nobody else was. No. I would have caused much more of a stir if they had been.

“That means you have to have a connection with the Phoenix.” I stared accusatorily at the chains as they glowed. “You’re stubborn regent, but if you keep glowing during my questions, I can read you like a book.”

The old man shrugged.

“Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t,” he replied.

I grabbed a mound of dirt and flicked it at his chains. Unfortunately, they could break the metal even when being manipulated to.

“Pay more respect to the ground,” the old man’s voice was scathing, the intensity of his reply startling me. “The first humans lived here. If you knew the old traditions, you would know that.”

“I’d be angry, but right now I’m just curious.” I tilted my head. Then a spark lit up in my mind as I recalled something. “This mountain. We’re in the central continent. To the west, I think. Wait, that rings a bell.”

‘It’s on the western end of the central continent, I believe. That was where the first humans were said to live.’

My mother’s voice rang through my ears, and I looked east. That was where the Mitra household was. Which meant the direction that Agni had led me in when she’d rushed from the Mitra estate to the mountain was west.

And the Mitra were in the central continent to start with.

“Huh.” I turned pensive. “There can’t be too many mountains with old tradition followers on them. Let alone ones specifically in the western end of the central continent. Which means we’re…Oh, I know where this is. The mountain that holds that community that worships the Phoenix. My mother told me about it. She was raised here, you know. Oh, I see that got your attention.” I chuckled as I saw the old man’s expression shift. “That’s right. She was raised here. And judging from your following of the old traditions, you were probably part of the community she told me about.”

“Oh?” The old man finally turned back to face me. “Possibly.”

“Wait, that means. Oh.” I frowned, and then that frown warped into anger. “Inné. You didn’t.”

What? Agni flapped her wings in surprise. Andross. Didn’t what?

Agni chirped again and I scratched her neck to calm her. “Nobody was there when we arrived. Which means Inné captured them. Or…”

“Yes,” the old man replied, and this time his voice was tired. “But he did not kill. He only chained us.”

The chains glowed menacingly, but the man spoke the words despite his pain. He wanted me to know. He wanted someone to know.

“I’m sorry,” the words came instantly.

Now, I saw the reason for his chains. And his proximity.

The community that my mother had told me about had already been living on this mountain when Inné had arrived, and it wasn’t hard to piece together what had happened after that.

“Did any of you escape?” I asked.

A single shake of his head gave me my answer.

It was hard to believe this could happen without the church gaining a hint of it, but clearly Inné had been thorough. Even when nearing the mountain, the cardinals and Gerial hadn’t had any reason for concern, and it would have taken a long time for the structure atop it to be constructed. The runes alone were months of work even if dozens of inscribers were crafting them together.

The old man was weary now, but not because of caution. I clenched my fist, dispelling part of the anger growing within me.

“That’s your connection with the Phoenix. But there also has to be a connection with me.” I frowned as my thoughts caught up with my words. “Wait, what did Roxxy say in her lessons? I know we only focused on water but…Wait.”

I closed my eyes, allowing the memories of my lessons with Roxxy to enter the forefront of my mind. I could hear her voice more clearly than usual, the sounds echoing across my dream as I brought forth the memories.
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‘Andross, water is like an onion.’ The memory of Roxxy’s voice said proudly.
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“Okay, not that one.” I chuckled.

Agni chirped with laughter as well, and I realized she’d heard Roxxy, too. The old man also cracked a smile.

I filtered through a few more memories, most focusing on water magic. Occasionally, we would drift into chats about connection mana. Though the conversations were rare, she was still a talented connection magician with a lot of good insights.

Finally, I found the right memory.
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‘Connection magicians don’t just force connections,’ Roxxy had said. ‘We view them and play with them. Connections have existed as long as there has been magic, forming naturally between entities.’

‘And what types of connections form naturally?’ I’d replied.

‘That could be any number of things. A friend, or a close companion, will always have a connection to you. An enemy can be just as likely to occupy your thoughts as a lover. But I suppose if we go to the bare basics, at least for humans, then the strongest connections are⁠—’
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“—I know who you are.”

The revelation struck me like a hammer, and I cursed myself for not realizing it sooner. A man who followed the old traditions. A man who held a connection to the Phoenix.

A man who held a connection to me.

My mother’s words rang through my ears, ‘after we spoke, I sent my father a letter inviting him today. He hasn’t replied.’

Her father hadn’t attended my Descent, and now I knew the reason why. He’d been locked up by the time the letter arrived. Chained in the same prison I now occupied.

I raised my gaze to meet him, and I saw familiar almond eyes. The same color as mine.

“My name is Andross Silver,” I said. “And my mother’s name is Lindria. That makes your name Veral.”

The old man’s eyes widened at my words, and I saw that I’d struck my target.

“You’re my grandfather.”


36 FATE IS A FICKLE THING. MUCH LIKE MY MARRIAGE, I NEVER KNOW IF IT’S REAL


The old man raised his head, and I could see objections forming on his lips. His suspicions were back, and there was anger in his eyes. But it was only a cover for the confusion he felt, and the response to the faint sliver of hope the old man felt at the chance that my words might be right.

His chains glowed once more, but now both of us ignored them. They could prevent the man from answering, but they couldn’t prevent others around him from figuring the answers out on their own. They weren’t that sophisticated.

“No, no.” I pressed my hands against my forehead. “How is this possible?”

Agni chirped a reply.

Fate is fickle. Coincidence? Big one.

I shook my head. “It’s too big of a coincidence. I can accept him entering the dream. I can accept him connecting to the Phoenix. But my own grandfather is being kept in the same mountain I was led to? Even if he was, Inné would have— Oh.”

The old man and Agni froze as I let out a sharp gasp. Both of them glanced at me with concern, but I raised my hand to placate them.

“Inné would have known,” I finished my sentence. “He had to have. And he did.”

The world warped around me, the flames and destruction of my dream fading as memories flickered through my mind. Inné’s words and expressions during our previous meetings had seemed strange to me at certain points, but only now was I beginning to realize that we’d been having two different conversations.

I couldn’t retract the First Night fully, but anger and necessity took priority as I forced the world to conform to my memories, the air shifting like liquid as the first set of memories partially manifested.

A gaunt figure stood tall, gazing up at the sky. He was draped in armor, and he was looking straight up at me, his weapon drawn and already crimson with blood.

My fight against Inné.

One by one, sections of our conversation filtered through my ears. All of the most suspicious moments gathered together.
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‘So, you came. I wondered how long it would take.’ Inné had said.

It was almost like he’d expected me.

No. There was nothing ‘almost’ about it. He had been expecting me. He’d said so from the beginning.
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‘We have come after trying to find the Phoenix that has been imprisoned.’ I’d said.

‘You lie.’ He’d replied.

Why would he respond like that? The obvious thought I’d had was that he was simply hiding the fact that the Phoenix was in the mountain. Or that he’d been dismissing my words out of spite.

Only now was I starting to realize that he thought I’d come for something else. Someone else.
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‘And yet you only brought this meager force to defeat me. I expected better.’

…

‘Crijik, I am glad you are not heartless, but your journey is for nought.’

…

‘So, you also know of the vessel’s existence. Truly surprising.’

…

‘But you will not be freeing anyone. I have laid claim to them first.’

More aspects of our conversation fluttered over my ears, and I could see Agni and the old man reacting as well. I looked at him. He wasn’t a ploy. Or a trap. In fact, I had no doubt that he was who I thought he was.

Veral. My Grandfather.

Once I’d uncovered the connection, I wasn’t surprised to sense that it had been there the entire time.

Inné had been surprised at my lack of forces, but he wasn’t expecting us to arrive to free the Phoenix. He’d said himself that he was surprised I knew about it. I took his words to mean that I should have known that the Phoenix was in the mountain and brought even more people to fight to free it.

We’d been having two different conversations.
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The memories faded, replaced by anger and fury.

“Fue,” I swore, startling my grandfather.

This was how Inné had known I was coming, and how he had assembled the cardinals so quickly. There were at least ten cardinals in the mountain at the time. That was enough to put the entire church of Inné in danger if their strongholds were attacked. And three of them hadn’t been in the battle, instead waiting below for me to be imprisoned.

The church of Inné hadn’t been here waiting for a random Marked one to get curious and investigate the mountain. Inné had captured my grandfather and had known about the family connection before I had. He was expecting me to arrive to free him.

And so, he’d even had time to prepare a prison for me, the newest divine.

“He wasn’t defending the Phoenix.” I resisted the urge to growl. “He thought I was coming for someone else. You.”

More conversations flickered through my mind. Words that I had interpreted one way but could be seen in another light. This time, I went further back, and I remembered meeting Inné at my Descent.

Three conversations flashed through my mind, more prevalent than the others. Some of his first words to me had been an honest reflection of our positions and his thoughts, even if I didn’t realize it at the time.
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‘And I’m surprised you did not retaliate with full force. I would not have that same self-control in the face of an enemy. Those who would threaten my family and life do not get off so easily, even if my enemy is a Marked one.’
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‘You’ve found something capable of holding divine mana,’ I’d said.

My words had caused the table to pause with surprise. All except Inné.

‘As expected, you are correct.’ He’d replied.
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‘Tell me, Andross, do you value your family as well?’

I’d blinked in surprise. ‘More than anything.’

‘I’m glad, but it is also difficult. As Marked ones, our bonds to our family will inevitably lead to a clash, and yet it is still a precious thing that I can respect.’
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“This is…”

My grandfather’s voice echoed out over the empty expanse, shock filling his eyes. He turned to face me, his chains digging into his skin as they pressed against his garb, but I only heard him, since I was looking downward.

I’d made a horrible mistake.

A single puff of flames blew into my eyes, and I recoiled, my mixed feelings fleeing as surprise trotted along and kicked them out of my heart.

“What was that?”

That was me! Agni chirped happily. I did what. Amanda would do. Kick Andross. When he feels down.

“Amanda is teaching you too many bad lessons,” I grumbled. Then I allowed a small smile to cross my lips. “Thanks, Agni.”

Agni is thanked. Debt is accrued. I will remember this. Agni chirruped with laughter at my expression. I joke. I will not make. You pay. Probably Maybe.

“Ha,” I sighed. “Thanks again, but that doesn’t change the fact that I led us all into a trap. Inné had my family hostage. My grandfather. And I completely missed it.”

The enormity of my failure couldn’t be put into words. My friends had been hurt. People had died.

Your mum. Didn’t see it. If she couldn’t. You couldn’t see it, Agni chirped.

“She hasn’t spoken to him in years,” I replied. “I saw Inné at the Descent. I should have sensed something was wrong.”

I expected the little Phoenix to quieten. Instead, Agni unleashed a razor sharp melody of disagreement on my poor, unsuspecting ears.

William didn’t see it. Gerial didn’t see it. Phoenix didn’t see it. All smart. All connected. All more information. Andross didn’t see it. Because. World didn’t see it.

Accompanying her words were a flurry of emotions manifesting physically through her flames. The fire was a cacophony of displeasure and chiding, as well as a hint of worry. Agni was trying to stop me from feeling down about myself, and strangely enough, her logical arguments were working.

“The guardian is correct. You couldn’t have known about this.”

My grandfather’s voice echoed out, stopping the rampaging Phoenix in her tracks.

I turned to him and saw a kind smile on his face.

“If your memories are true, then I must stop the lies you are telling yourself. We were already a—ow, damned chains—a community that distanced itself from the world at large. We had no friends. No comrades Inné struck quickly, capturing us. Not you.” Veral’s eyes softened. “What he knows is not what you know. And there is no reason to burden yourself for not knowing what you cannot know.”

“But only if my memories are true?” I asked.

Veral chuckled, a grandfatherly sound that swept over me with warmth. “I am a stubborn old man.”

“What can I do to earn your trust?” I asked. “Do you want me to help you escape your chains again? I can try. Even if it raises their guard.”

“No, no.” Veral pulled at his chains, bunching them together. “Tell me, can you do it silently and without notice? Or do you believe you can?”

“I can’t,” I admitted. “But I have time. I can figure out a method.”

“Then there is no use fretting over it. Not immediately.”

My grandfather shifted, lifting out of his kneeling position and crossing his legs so that he was more comfortable. There were emotions rushing through his eyes, which were now clear of all lightning.

“I have just met a boy claiming to be my grandson, and he is imprisoned as I am. It is a lot to take in for both of us. Rather than think of options to escape, let us be simpler. I wish to see my daughter again. It has been far, far too long,” His eyes rested on me, and I saw a faint glimmer of longing within them. “The Phoenix will still be here. The prison will still be here. But so will I. And these damned chains won’t stop me from talking about my family. Or from seeing their memories.”

I nodded. “Memories of mum? I can do that.”

Can I do that?

I waved my hand and the surroundings shifted again. The Crijik’s pull was powerful, and it wouldn’t allow the First Night to disappear, but it didn’t object to me manipulating a small portion to form the figure of my mother and father chatting happily in the kitchen of my old hut.

Veral clapped his hands together joyfully, and Agni mirrored him by flapping her wings.

“Good. Then you can show me those now. From the beginning and until you wake up. Then again and again until we run out.”

My grandfather tilted his head, a cheeky smile resting on his lips.

“And then when you think of a solution that doesn’t involve risking yourself, you can get me out of these damned chains.”
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When I awoke there was a smile on my face, and even more guards than before. They stared at me stoically, and I could see that the number of connection magicians had been bolstered to twelve, with another gold and silver mask joining the original ten. More importantly, there were now guards of the warrior variety added into the mix.

Six figures draped in full body armor stood to attention. Each one held a sword, but unlike my own guard’s normal sized weaponry, each of these swords was as wide as my torso and nearly as long as I was. They all had shields attached to their gauntlets, and their armor was even thicker, but they were moving effortlessly within their metal hulls with their increased strength stats.

The group made for an intimidating sight, and I scrounged my memories for a name. The emblems on their chest plates gave them away.

Paladins. That’s what they’re called. I recalled Gerial’s teachings. They give their lives to the service of their divine.

Sitting in front of my cell was Inné himself.

“What happened now?” I asked.

“Your fool’s act is starting to grow tiresome, Crijik,” Inné replied. “You know what happened.”

I paused.

No, seriously. I have no idea.

Then I noticed a small blue notification blinking in front of my eyes.

[Mana: 38,968 -> 39,023.]

Oh. I didn’t notice it this time. I must have been too distracted showing grandfather my memories of mum.

The pain was slowly leaving my system, but a faint sensation of warmth accompanied it. It hadn’t been nearly as bad as the other times, and it was already fading away. Which was strange because anti-pain regents in the cell wouldn’t have been able to do that.

Every church had tried and failed to make activating the Marks painless.

“I see, my mark activated,” I said. “Geez, I thought it was something serious.”

Inné’s fist slammed onto the ground, and I jolted. “This is serious! How did it activate? What technique did you use?”

“I don’t know,” I replied.

Inné frowned, but I was being genuine. I had my suspicions, but after exiting my coma I hadn’t been able to work out why the mark had started activating on its own while I slept.

Maybe it’s related to why I’m seeing the First Night in my dreams, I thought. The Crijik’s presence is growing. Either because it’s reaching out to me, or because it senses the threats to my life and is strengthening my connection to it.

Both reasons were terrifying, so I shoved them aside into a deep dark pit within the depths of my mind.

“Why are you so concerned?” I shrugged. “A mark activated. That’s all.”

“You didn’t expel your mana,” Inné said, his strong voice slightly garbled by his clenched teeth. “How?”

“Oh, that.” I blinked in surprise. “No idea.”

I halted a laugh that threatened to exit my throat. Inné was being courteous because I was a Marked one, but I was still a prisoner, and he was as human as anyone else. A flash of anger might cause him to do something irreparable, and I didn’t intend to be the spark that lit the flame.

“However, I do understand your confusion and anger. Inné, like all Marked ones, your mark activates in certain conditions,” I said.

“I have to run out of mana first.” Inné nodded.

“Oh, okay, I didn’t realize that was common knowledge,” I replied, slightly surprised.

I knew for a fact that it wasn’t common knowledge, but it made sense that those who guarded a Marked one would be privy to it. Inné could just kill those he didn’t trust with the information.

So, I continued. “That means that not only do you have to drain your divine mana, but you’re also vulnerable until it comes back.”

“A paltry fifty mana,” Inné grumbled.

The magicians around us blanched, and even the paladins couldn’t hide their jealousy. Gaining fifty mana per day was a dream to them. No, more than a dream. Gaining even a fraction of that ability would make them gods among mortals given time.

My regeneration is fast, but I’m willing to bet that as an aura user his divine mana takes longer to replenish than others.

“My method of daily activation is eliminating one of the biggest weaknesses of the Marked ones, and one of your biggest weaknesses,” I surmised.

It also meant I would be a grand threat once I was given more time to develop.

“Precisely,” Inné said. “So, how do you do it?”

“I have no idea,” I repeated. This time I smiled. “And you can tell that’s the truth, can’t you?”

Inné gripped the sword by his side, but whatever he saw in my words was enough to bring a faint hint of sadness to his eyes. He’d truly been forced to come down here twice in one day for no reason.

A Marked one’s time was not easily wasted. But this time he wasn’t as willing to give up.

“I will find out your methods, even if you yourself do not know them. Even when dedicating all of my hours to the endeavor, it is no longer possible for me to release all of my mana within five days, let alone one. Your method is isn’t necessary to secure my chances of survival,” Inné said. “But I will exhaust all options available to me. Perhaps your mark’s strangeness involves that connection. Perhaps it doesn’t. We shall find out tonight when you sleep. Your dreams. Your memories. They will be read tonight.”

“Don’t.”

My voice was a roar. And a demand. It pressed against their minds, and all felt the urge to bow.

The gathered magicians and paladins stiffened as my voice crashed against them. Several raised their hands, spells already spilling at their fingertips, and the paladins had raised their swords and stepped into battle stances.

“I have told you what would happen if you tried to touch the connection. A divine is not so easily toyed with, and Fue’s machinations are beyond our comprehension. Those you send against me risk death, and I only say they risk it to be nice. They will die. Horribly. Painfully. I will not have those deaths on my head.”

“You will have no choice. I am not one to be thrown back by words. I am war, ever changing, ever shifting. Lives may be lost, but I only seek the greater victory,” Inné replied coldly. “There is nothing that can stand in my way.”

“If you truly had faith in your plan for ascension this wouldn’t matter to you. You’re scared,” I shot back. “I know your fear intimately. I’ve felt it tapping at my soul every day in a way that only we can understand. Your death is looming, and as it draws nearer, you’re grasping at straws.”

Inné’s face was an expressionless wall, but I knew I’d hit him where it hurt. The people around the cell glanced at each other, clearly wondering why Inné wasn’t striking me down where I stood.

I hadn’t considered that possibility for a second.

There was a glimmer of truth to my words that could only come from a Marked one. No one else understood our plight, and that connected us in a way that even his closest confidantes couldn’t fathom.

“If you will not be swayed by humanity, then maybe I’m doing this wrong. Think of this logically, if the magicians you order to read my memories do die, your church will be greatly weakened.” I tried a new tactic. “Gold masks and silver masks are not easy to replace. And you will need everyone present for your ascension. Especially since you’ve angered the church of the Crijik to the point of war.”

“My comrades are not so weak,” Inné said. “They will not fall to paltry memories.”

A voice injected itself into our conversation. “Crijik is correct.”

Inné’s eyes flickered with surprise, and he turned around to see Cardinal Morehlys, The Nightmare, standing beside him. The cardinal gaze was intense, and I saw respect flicker over the gathered connection magicians. Even the strongest was fearful of the cardinal’s prowess.

“Dreams are my territory. Perhaps it is more accurate to say that they were my territory. But his dreams are different. They are not simply dreams. They are memories. Ones which will strike all down that we are, and all that we have ever been, preventing all that we could be.”

The cardinal’s words were met with the gleam of a blade as Inné’s sword pressed against his neck, his weapon unsheathed in the blink of an eye. Despite the cardinal’s wraithlike appearance, I had no doubt that Inné’s aura would cut him down where he stood.

“I will order you all to search his memories, and you will do it,” Inné said.

“You may, and none will stop you,” Morehlys agreed. “But I will not be part of it. You may shun me for it, or you may kill me. I could even be stripped of my title, and my powers taken from me, but no matter how much pain you cause, or how much you tempt me, there is nothing that will ever convince me to touch that connection again. To do so is to tempt a fate worse than death. None can compare to its agony.”

The Nightmare’s words caused the room to fall silent. The confidence of the connection magician’s was shaken, and they glanced at me with fearful eyes. Some weren’t convinced, not fully, but the words of a being who had led their church since before they were born were powerful warning.

I could feel a shift in the atmosphere, and I raised my hand, regaining the attention of the onlookers. Inné’s sword was still unsheathed, but he hadn’t struck the cardinal down. The lack of blood raised suspicions in me.

He isn’t as impulsive as he’d like me to believe. Warfare isn’t just physical. It’s psychological. How many of his actions are an act?

“I recently defeated the monster, Yeux,” I said. “You would have heard of it.”

Inné shifted his focus onto me, his gaze as sharp as a blade. “I have. That is the monster raised by the church of Artus. We lost many members when its magic maddened them.”

“No, though Yeux was indeed capable of that. It was a monster so ancient that it could affect the entire world. Everyone it had ever touched was a puppet, their minds, visions, thoughts, and memories all at its whim. But the monster wasn’t what caused their madness,” I said. “Yeux tried to read my memories, as you order others to do now. It saw what you wish your magicians to see. And it threw a hundred thousand souls in the way to escape what it saw. Together, their powers were far stronger than you could possibly imagine. And all of them perished in an instant.”

There was a shift, and the sword pressed against Morehlys’s neck disappeared.

“What killed them?” Inné asked.

“That which lurks within my memories,” I said.

Inné’s nostrils flared with annoyance.

“Tell me what it is.”

I allowed myself to drop my mask of emotions allowing my true fatigue and terror to pass through the cracks in my visage. “Do you really want to die that badly, Inné?”

Crack.

The floor beneath Inné shattered, his fingers gripping the stone underneath and crushing it to dust with a crunch of his palms.

No matter how calmly he presented himself, even war feared death.

“Your bond will be severed tonight,” Inné said.

Anger flared up within me. “Then their deaths bloody your hands.”

“So be it.”

The Marked one of war rose, towering over me as he glowered with anger and confusion. I was a Marked one, but I was also a child. He had expected me to be fearful. To collapse upon the slightest provocation.

Now he was the one that had been swayed by emotions. Either he would order his people to their deaths, or he would walk back on his word and be humiliated.

There’s nothing I can say now. I sighed. I can only hope that the cardinal’s words bring sense back to him.

With a swift movement Inné turned around, striding through the corridor outside of my cell and out the doors. Cardinals Tesfohl and Itui still guarded the entrance, and they bowed as he left. I could see Itui covering a frown as he rose from his bow.

It must be hurting his church a lot to have the cardinals here, I thought. Three alone is already a hefty number, and I suspect the others are all busy dealing with my church’s responses, which I can’t imagine have been anything but aggressive.

Inné’s actions surprised me. I’d talked to the cardinals of my own church, and it was clear that they weren’t people who were used to taking orders or being used as guards. They showed me respect, and Gerial as well, but if I ordered them without a good reason then I suspected they would simply tell me ‘no’.

Cardinals weren’t pawns. They were rulers. Each one took care of an entire section of the church and dealt with its day-to-day operations. Inné was risking a lot by keeping them here.

Their anger could shatter a church just as much as their powers unified it.

“I understand you may get your orders, but if they come, just ignore them. Inné is your leader, but your life is not his to throw away,” I said. “I tell you that not just as a person, but as a Marked one. Do. Not. Check. My. Memories.”

“Thank you for your advice, Divine,” a magician replied.

It was the woman with the platinum-gold mask.

Her firm expression was gone, replaced by doubt. I could see the other connection magicians turning to her for guidance, and even the paladins leaned in.

In turn, she glanced at The Nightmare, but he looked away. He had already stated his stance.

“Well, it looks like there’s nothing more to be said, so I’m going to meditate,” I said. “Also, don’t wake me up if I break the world or something in my sleep. It’s starting to get annoying.”


37 YOU CAN’T SAY NO TO FAMILY BONDING IF YOU’RE LOCKED TOGETHER IN A ROOM


“So, my daughter and that Teral fellow raised you in a dirt bed! I see!” Veral’s eyes sparkled.

I nodded. “It was strange at first, but I grew into it.”

“Ha, I was the same. Dirt for breakfast. Dirt for bed sheets. I think I once ate on a table of dirt. I never did understand my father’s obsession with it, but by the time your mother could talk she was already corrupted by his obsession with the stuff.”

“That explains so much.” I groaned. “Well, I still do it. So, I suppose I’ll have that habit for life.”

“You can pass on the family quirk to your children,” My grandfather said.

I fell silent, and he pursed his lips as he realized what he’d said. My grandfather thought I was going quiet because I had no hope of escaping imprisonment.

He didn’t know about my mark.

Noticing the change in the mood, Agni let out a joyful chirp, jolting us out of our thoughts and causing us to smile.

“Come, grandson.” Veral smiled. “Let us view more memories.”

“I’ll show you the one of my dad meeting his mum again,” I agreed.

And so, I conjured a new memory. And another.

Then, we watched some more.

It was fun.

Days passed like sand through an hourglass, blending together after the first three as my enclosed surroundings rendered time meaningless. During the daytime I focused on meditation, examining the attunements within the branch. My grandfather, Agni, and I had spent my nights laughing and chatting, and viewing memories of my early life.

It was a strange experience, and one that I knew was unique. We were prisoners, but we were also social creatures. Knowing that we were there for each other helped us relax.

However, not once did I stop planning an escape.

My grandfather’s chains prevented him from giving away vital information about why he was imprisoned, but I had the basic gist of how he’d been imprisoned. He was part of the community of people who followed the old traditions, including worshipping the Phoenix. That meant they’d been here when Inné had arrived. The Marked one hadn’t let a single one escape his grasp.

But why are they chained? Why keep them here?

The community wasn’t a powerhouse faction. They couldn’t fight.

They couldn’t even run.

However, I had a plan. It was a good plan. It was also a risky plan.

All I needed to do was wait for the right timing. And that required information.

Over the past few days, I’d gathered information, and I now had a firm grasp on most of Inné’s cardinals, most of whom were rotating watches in order to minimize the disruptions facing their church when they were away.

Tesfohl, Warbringer, led the military forces as their top commander. Joste, The Abyssal Flame, directed all magical operations of the church. Itui, Lance of Sarrah, led the infantry of the church against monster incursions. Morehlys, The Nightmare, was the leader of the church of Inné’s information gathering department. Maci, Unity, was the cardinal that watched over temple management. Jik, River of the Sky, helped Maci with her duties, focusing on the minutia of the followers and priests.

These were the cardinals that took shifts guarding over me. The others were busy, and in truth, I suspected they had declined. A church existed beyond its Marked one, and Inné was already pushing the boundaries. Not everyone was comfortable with keeping a Marked one captive for long stretches of time.

Nor would every cardinal break their backs to follow his whims.

Inné was worried that I wouldn’t rest until I rescued my grandfather and his people, and then he would lose the Phoenix in turn. That was why he went to such drastic measures.

Cardinals Itui and Tesfohl were constants in my life, almost always present in the ascension building. Joste had also taken a lot of shifts. The magician’s segment of the church of Inné also required less management than the others. Most of the important magicians of the church were preparing for their Marked one’s ascension and so were nearby.

It’s been one week since I was captured, or maybe two now.

“Morning, Agni.” I yawned.

I withdrew from my meditation, the sensation of oneness with myself unfurling to reveal the physical reality of my situation once again.

Greetings, Andross, Agni chirped back.

All of the connection magicians were present, and the paladins. They hadn’t initiated any sort of bond with me or tried to sever the one that formed over me when I slept. My warning had stopped them, but I wasn’t sure if it was my plea to Inné’s humanity or his logic that had done the job.

“Joste, it’s you today I see, how are you doing?” I asked.

A figure shuffled to her feet as she broke off her meditation. Joste, cardinal of the church of Inné, was my watchman for the day.

“I am fine, Divine.” Joste watched me amicably. “Thank you for your concern.”

“Anytime, I always like a nice chat.” I smiled at her. “How is the world today?”

“Fairly stable, though we have heard tell of two separate monster births. Ength slew one.”

“Oh?” My curiosity was piqued. “Who got the other?”

Joste smiled, leaning in toward the glass wall that separated us. “I did.”

“Good work.” I smiled.

“Thank you, Divine. Unfortunately, I could not harvest its symbol. My methods are not suited for preservation or fine-tuned cuts.”

I shook my head. “Stopping the monster’s rampage is the priority, regardless of the wealth gained from its slaying.”

“It is so,” Joste agreed.

We moved on to new topics, and I found myself smiling. Joste was by far my favorite cardinal. We had shared a lot of the same values, and although I’d seen her fight my friends with my own eyes, it was becoming apparent that she had held back or more harm would have been done.

I have a feeling she either had to hold back or obliterate them to ashes. There is no in-between.

“So, what have you heard about my church?” I asked. “Are they gathering for war? Or has it maybe already happened?”

Joste’s gaze shifted. “I cannot say.”

“Is that so?” I hummed.

Agni chirped her suspicions, adding her voice to mine.

There had been odd incidents lately. Tremors ran down the building every now and then, and cardinals kept disappearing in order to deal with their source. Sometimes they wouldn’t return for hours.

The churches had been clashing. Mine and Inné’s.

I couldn’t know that for certain, but the tension growing among the people around me had hinted at it. The mana around me had also heard whispers of battles outside. Fighting, anger, and yet more.

“Then, once again, I offer the same thing I have every day,” I said, my voice calm and level. “Give myself and my church a chance to parley. An offer of peace, and a chance to talk this out. We’ll have the System view our talks, and any agreements we make.”

“I cannot make promises, but I will tell the divine,” Joste said, her eyes not giving away a single hint of emotion.

It was the same response I’d gotten every other time I’d asked.

“Why does Inné not wish to speak to me?” I asked. “It makes no sense. I came to investigate the Phoenix, but only to see if it should be released. There was no guarantee I would, and that was before I knew another church had gotten involved.”

“I am sorry, Divine Crijik.” Joste glanced away from me, not wanting to meet my gaze. “Inné will take your offer into consideration. I cannot speak in his stead.”

“How many lives have to be lost because of a threat that does not exist?” I asked.

“I would prefer none, but that is not the will of my divine.”

Her response was mellower than I’d expected, but it was also filled with regret. Something had changed among the cardinals. I wasn’t sure if it was my words, or if they had talked to my church, or if one of my friends had let it slip after I was captured, but they had figured out that I hadn’t known about my grandfather when I’d arrived to investigate the Phoenix.

Which meant Inné had provoked a war among churches for nothing.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t give away that I now knew about my grandfather’s existence, or they’d figure out that I’d been in contact with him. They couldn’t stop Fue establishing a connection to me each night, but they could simply move my grandfather or kill him to stop it from happening.

I still don’t know why Inné won’t let me go. Or even risk allowing me to meet Gerial or the others. He didn’t even tell me about my grandfather being captured.

I’d run every possible scenario in my mind for Inné’s obstinance. Even if I had wanted to free my grandfather, there were ways to do that politically. I could even guarantee that I wouldn’t interfere with his ascension.

The lack of communication about my grandfather is the strange part. If Inné was really that afraid that I’d come for my grandfather, then he could have just handed him over. Inné is a Marked one. A divine among men. He doesn’t have a need for an old man locked up in a basement. Or does he? Those chains wouldn’t stop grandpa from talking unless he knew something incriminating.

Inné couldn’t intend to bring war upon himself. It would only be detrimental to him. Unlike chaos did for Kyle, or order did for Alyssa, war didn’t give Inné powers. It was a predicament without an answer. Not one that I could fathom, at least.

“This is a strange one.” I frowned. “Can you tell me anything at all as to why I’m being kept here? There is seemingly no reason for it.”

Joste’s head lowered. “It would be better if I⁠—”

Rumble.

The walls around my cell shook, and I felt a slight tremor caress the floor as something disturbed the building.

Joste’s expression shifted.

“I must leave for a moment, Divine.”

She swept her robes around her as she stood, and I saw a flicker of concern cross over her.

My words echoed out in the corridor after her. “I offer only peace, Joste!”

The cardinal had left me alone to be guarded by a contingent of three paladins and seven connection magicians. Those numbers had faded as the days went by. It wasn’t that guarding a Marked one was a low priority, it was just that the people trying to get to me were a higher one.

In fact, this was the weakest my guards had been since the first day I’d been locked up. Which meant this was my moment to act.

Rumble.

I willed my [Heart-Silver] spear to float in front of me, and I felt Agni stir. She let out a small puff of flames, and I tapped her feathers two times, signaling that I was about to begin the attunement selection. She nodded, and I went still.

Spreading out my senses, I focused on the branch hidden within the spear, and the six attunements within.

[Eye of the Crijik].

I deactivated [Eye of the Crijik] and the seventh attunement revealed itself to me.

The wind symbol.

After spending each day meditating and examining the elemental symbols within my mind, I had solidified my decision to attune to wind. It was an element I could attune to on my own, given enough time, but it was also one I had no teacher for. Not while I was imprisoned.

More importantly, I was on a timer. The branch would expire when the time mana I’d poured on it ran out, and I wasn’t willing to bet that the other attunements would be any easier to learn without help, especially since I held no affinity for them.

This branch would become my teacher and guide me to attune to my fourth elemental affinity.

There was also another consideration. I may have been pleasant about it, and used the time to further my own ends, but I was still being held captive.

My previous experiences in being kidnapped by Eli and my confidence from overcoming constant hardships are holding back my panic. And Agni’s presence alongside my grandfather’s in my dream have helped. And yet, still, I feel the pressure pushing me down.

Every second of the day it weighed on my mind, I plotted my escape. And attuning to wind was my means to reach that end. When I attuned to a new element, I had always experienced a moment of total unity with it, allowing me to connect to the element in a fundamental way.

When I attuned the wind element, I would again experience that connection.

In the instant, I would strike.

And I would deal a blow to Inné that he would never forget.

Agni let out another puff of flames, the small disturbance not going unnoticed, but also providing a slight magical shimmer to the surroundings. She wasn’t strong enough to break the cell, or they wouldn’t have let her inside, but the little Phoenix was just a distraction. Her magic was a veil in case the magic of the branch got past Oubliez’s illusion symbol.

Wind element. I choose you.

I focused on the wind element, and it shimmered as my focus forced it into existence. The moment I began my selection, the missing attunements appeared before my senses. I felt the lightning, nature, and life attunements protest as they faded, each one rippling with power and fighting against my mind, but the fire, earth, and water elements within the branch held them back, trusting in my decision.

In seconds the wind attunement had solidified, but as the six unchosen attunements flickered, a new type of energy cascading around them.

I had been around it enough times now to recognize it for what it was.

Chaos.

Rumble.

“Interesting,” I murmured.

The burst of energy accompanied the transformation as the other attunements folded into each other. There was a buildup of energy within the branch, and panic rose within me as I realized that the attunement’s destruction had released that which was keeping them unstable.

Chaos energy flung into the surroundings, unstable and shaken.

Then it disappeared.

Within my senses I saw the branch weaken, and then pulse with a new energy as it.

In its place was a single attunement, pure and as real as creation itself.

The wind symbol.

A quick glance around the room showed me that nobody had noticed. Chaos was a force that was beyond magic, honed only by the church of Artus and used by its marked one. I could only sense chaos faintly after months of studying the branch that contained it.

The branch will still disintegrate once the time mana runs out. Its destruction has been delayed, but not put on hold. What’ll happen once the branch breaks down? No. I know what’ll happen. It’ll explode as the chaos locked within tries to escape.

I pondered on that for a moment, then dismissed the thought. That was something for later.

This was the only time I could enact my plan, so I activated [Meditate], and the world darkened around me as I fell into a comfortable lull, and Agni drooped on top of my head, nestling herself comfortably and falling asleep on command.

Friendly jealousy rose as I saw the ease of her nap, but that emotion disappeared as I fell deep into meditation, and then quickly transitioned into sleep.

I had a lot of questions to ask.

And an old man to free.
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“The cardinals are distracted,” I said, my voice reverberating across the First Night. “We don’t have much time, so I’ll free you now⁠—”

I paused.

“—there’s nobody here. I’m talking to nobody.”

Agni chirped mirthfully beside me. Veral not asleep. Andross look silly.

“I hope he felt the shift or else we’ll be waiting here a while,” I said.

Battles more often. Must be Gerial. I hope. Amanda is okay, Agni replied.

“Me, too, Agni, me, too,” I said.

The little Phoenix was a lot more talkative in the dream realm than she was in our cell. Partly because she was shy, and partly because she didn’t want the others to know how intelligent she was. It was working because the current Inné had never met with the Mitra family. He’d never had a reason to until recently.

A shimmer in front of me was all the warning I got as my grandfather popped into existence within my dream.

Veral’s chains jingled as he arrived, restraining him and forcing him into a kneeling position. Even in my dream I could feel the metal regents fighting against him and all outside interference. The only way to break them would be to use the divine mana inside me.

“I’m here!” He shouted straight into my face. “Grandson, the guards are distracted. We don’t have much time, so free me now.”

“I just said that!” I replied.

Veral shrugged jovially, his chains rattling with his movements. “I wasn’t here to hear your words, And even if I was, I don’t know if I could. My hearing isn’t so good in my old age. Not like you youngsters.”

“You’re just saying that so that you can interrupt me when I⁠—”

My grandfather tucked his hand behind his ear and squinted. “WHAT DID YOU SAY?”

A plume of fire rippled out in waves as Agni flapped her wings in amusement. She and my father were getting along like pen and paper, both using their time to tease me.

I was grateful to them. This ordeal was harder on me than I was letting on.

Their levity was helping a lot.

“Okay.” I clapped my hands together, drawing their full attention. “The cardinals are fighting. Each time they’ve been leaving for a little longer. Ten minutes. That’s how long we’ve got.”

“Are you sure you can do it?” Veral asked.

It was the act of activating my Mark.

My grandfather’s features were etched with concern as he gazed at me. He didn’t know how I activated the mark because I refused to tell him, but over the past two weeks we’d gotten closer, and he knew how to read me.

In the one to two weeks I’d been imprisoned, I’d kept an eye on my manapool, and had seen the mark activating. Then, I had found the trigger.

I had to look at the Crijik.

Usually, I didn’t do that on purpose. Crijik was huge, and I was catching glimpses of the divine’s body by simply entering the dream. But it was hard to predict when the activation would take place.

I tested it last time. Gazing upon its full form on purpose would guarantee the mark would activate then and there. But man, I really, really, don’t want to do that.

“I’m ready,” I said. “If I start zoning out, just push my back into the Phoenix’s domain. Make sure not to look into the sky.”

“If it doesn’t work, then do not fret,” my grandfather said. “We do not have to break the chains. I’ve grown used to their touch. It’s rather comforting. Like holding several very heavy babies.”

I don’t need a truth detection spell to tell that he’s lying.

With a push of will I strode out of the Phoenix’s domain, and the pressure of their anger lessened. The Phoenix was still reclusive, and sent my flying whenever I approached the mountain, but I found each successive strike lessening in power. Either the Phoenix was growing weaker, or I was growing on them through the power of sheer dumb perseverance.

Or they think I’m a mad man who loves flying through the air and suffering concussions. I chuckled to myself.

As I took the final step out of the mountain and into the flames of the First Night, I shivered. A familiar sensation settled over me, weighing on my body and mind.

I was being watched.

“So, this is happening,” I murmured. “I just hope it works.”

My plan to free my grandfather was simple. I just needed to use my mana without being detected. Inné had told me that fifty mana was a paltry sum, but his words had given me an idea. As a manapool, fifty mana was small. But it was more than enough to use one of my manipulation skills.

“All I have to do is catch a single glimpse,” I tried to convince myself. “That’s all.”

With a heavy heart I forced myself to look up at that which should not be viewed. The end. The totality. That which shattered reality.

A single glimpse was all it took, pain and mana flowing into me in equal measures.

Reality bent and shattered. The dream faltered, darkening and threatening to end as my mind sought to flee from that which should never be seen.

And the Crijik watched back.

“GET READY.” I roared.

I rushed toward my grandfather, my mind already forgetting what I’d seen, and what I had planned.

“[Metal Manipulation],” I said.

As the divine mana flowed into my manapool, I redirected it. For a single moment I carried both the extra mana of the mark’s activation, and the divine mana within my current manapool.

To the outside world it would look like my mana pool hadn’t shifted.

A single moment of resistance burst forth from the chains before my divine mana cowed the runes inside, crushing their resistance. If I were to do this in the real world it would be a harder endeavor, but inside my dreams the metal was already finding it difficult to resist my whims.

With a clink, they broke free. Dirt rose and the ground dented as the chains flew off my grandfather’s body, revealing multiple red welts and severely chafed skin.

Veral groaned with relief. “Praise the Phoenix. Sweet freedom!”

Congratulations, Agni chirped happily.

“Thank you, Guardian.” Veral grinned. Then, he turned to me. “And you, grandson!”

My reply was pushed away as my grandfather’s two frail arms wrapped around me with the force of a man who never wanted to let go. I hadn’t noticed it while he was chained, but my grandfather was half a head smaller than me, a trait he shared with my mother, and his body was trembling, not just from being freed, but from lack of exercise.

A flare of anger brushed over me, but my grandfather squeezed me harder, and the emotion fled, replaced by warmth as I hugged him back.

In hindsight, I’d hugged him too hard.

“Grandson, you’re going to kill me.” My grandfather choked out a reply.

“Oops.” I let go with a wry smile. “Sorry grandpa.”

“You have no need to apologize, you have already given me more than I could hope for,” my grandfather looked down at his handcuffs. “Metal mana is truly different. I could feel its majesty, and regality. I command lightning, but it does not compare to a mid-tier element.”

I paused, and then nodded.

My grandfather had seen my divine mana, but he hadn’t recognized it for what it was. He had only felt its authority, and even then, it was far softer and gentler than usual, since I was focusing on keeping it hidden from the guards outside.

The Phoenix hates all things divine, and its followers are no different. My grandfather may like me as a person, but he will resent what I am.

The simple solution would be to lie to him. To pretend my metal mana had been what he had sensed.

No.

I refused to be untrue to myself.

“That wasn’t metal mana,” I replied immediately. I had no intention to start my relationship with my grandfather based on a lie. “There is something I have not told you.”

“Oh?” my grandfather’s tone was wary, but not suspicious.

We had grown to know each other well over the past few days. There was little else to do. Our trust in each other wasn’t unshakeable, but it was strong enough that instead of suspecting that I was acting against him, my grandfather was worried I’d done something dumb to free him, and risked discovery of my actions.

It’s nice to have that kind of trust put on me.

I took a deep breath, and Agni shuffled to her full height atop my head. She gave my cheek a pat with her wing and chirped encouragingly.

“That was divine mana that you felt.”

Veral’s expression twisted immediately as the implication of my words hit him. “But that would mean…”

I nodded, straightening my back and allowing confidence to flow into my voice.

“Yes, I am a Marked one.”


38 PEOPLE HAVE STOOD IN MY WAY BEFORE. THEY PROBABLY SHOULDN’T HAVE DONE IT WHILE I WAS DRIVING


There was a pause as my grandfather took in my words and I wasn’t sure how I expected him to react. Being among my friends and family for so long had skewed my expectations, so I tried to temper them as Veral felt silent.

His eyes widened, and he looked at Agni, who nodded her beak in confirmation. His eyes met mine, scrutinizing them, and I realized he was searching for the colored sclera that usually accompanied a Marked one.

“Are you sure?” my grandfather asked.

“As can be.” I replied.

Then he swore.

A lot.

I waited patiently for the man who had raised my mother to stop swearing. Most of the words were ones I hadn’t learnt yet, so that was a fun experience. My grandfather was already teaching me new things.

When he finally stopped, he sat on the ground, his arms resting on his lap.

“I suppose I knew, but confirmation is another matter,” Veral sighed.

“You knew?” I asked, not hiding my disbelief.

“Grandson, I’ve only been imprisoned for a few months. I would have noticed your mother having a teenage child. Given our situation, a divine mark did occur to me as a possibility, and you are wearing robes belonging to the church of the Crijik,” my grandfather smiled wryly. “But with your talent as a metal magician, I had hoped you had simply been seen as talented enough to warrant strength concoctions or other growth methods.”

Oh, right.

I’d forgotten since I lived with it, but my rapid aging was a major clue.

“You also bear a Phoenix on your head as an equal, which is strange in itself, but even stranger when you consider your upbringing and origin,” my grandfather glanced at Agni who waved back cheerfully. “You also do not show reverence to the Phoenix, and you have been imprisoned by a Marked one. Both strange events. From the way you have spoken I have gathered that you have met several cardinals, a feat that only a handful can say they have done, and even spoken with Inné in person, an act which kills all but the most powerful. But you do not speak of him with reverence, nor with disgust. You speak of him as though he is just another person.”

Huh. My grandfather is a lot more observant than I thought.

“Is this a dealbreaker for you?” I asked.

“The chains were a dealbreaker,” my grandfather said. “You are family. There is no other association I need to care about.”

A faint sigh of relief escaped my lips. “Good.”

My grandfather smiled at me, the action a little strained, but his intent of acceptance clear. With a gesture he motioned for me to join him, and I sat beside him. Agni hopped off my head, her talons digging into the dirt and creating a small nest. For a moment she reminded me of Gold, and I wondered how my companion was doing.

“I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen you touch the ground,” I said to Agni.

Ground dirty. Flames pure. Don’t mix. But also don’t clash. Try building Andross bed. Agni’s reply was playful, and she flapped her wings, gathering the dirt around her to form a small bed.

“Hah.” I chuckled lightly. “I think we should talk about our plan of escape while we can.”

I wasn’t sure how long Joste would be gone, but I wanted to be there when she returned to make sure that there were no noticeable fluctuations in my mana.

Now that the chains were off, it was time to get answers.

“Do you have a plan of escape?”

My grandfather’s voice contained more surprise at that than the revelation of my divinity.

“I do,” I confirmed. “I have a way to attune to the wind element, and when I do, I’ll⁠—”

The explanation for my plan was brief but thorough, and by the end of it my grandfather was nodding.

“And you’re sure he’ll respond?” my grandfather asked.

He was talking about the integral part of my plan. When I unlocked the wind element, the initial burst of connection would allow me to act in ways that went beyond my current level of skill. I would become the wind, and the wind would be me.

And in that moment, I would focus my efforts on contacting Gerial.

So far, my efforts to reach him had been stymied, but I knew that I would be able to reach him through our joint elemental attunement and our marks. All I needed was to attune.

“It’ll work, but I have other plans. Safer plans. First, I need to know a few things now that your chains are off. Most importantly, why won’t Inné parley with me?” I asked. “The best case scenario is that I arrange for your release and my own in exchange for agreeing not to interfere in his ascension or retaliate for your imprisonment. There should be no reason for him to refuse. But all my attempts have gone unheeded.”

“He will never release us,” Veral said with certainty. “And above all, he will never release me.”

“What do you mean?”

My grandfather sighed, and it felt like the weight of the world was on his shoulders.

“I have not been entirely truthful with you either, grandson,” my grandfather said. “The truth is that the community has stayed in the mountain for so long because it is needed there. I stayed because I am needed there. Just as you have a connection to myself, I have a connection to the Phoenix.

Inné is using our lives to contain the Phoenix and ensure its cooperation. In a way, Inné imprisons us to imprison the Phoenix,” he continued. “Inné believes that if we are freed, or if we die, the Phoenix will leave, or damage itself beyond repair in the attempt. And truthfully, I’m afraid he may be right. So, we have not made any attempts to escape. Nor will we.”

“How is that possible?” I asked. “I don’t want to focus on it, but I’m a Marked one. My entire church searched for information on the Phoenix to discern its location and found nothing but myths and legends. Only the emperor himself was able to confirm it truly was real and alive.”

My words held a ring of doubt within them, and Agni chirped her agreement. She’d only guessed at its existence.

The Phoenix was considered a fairytale.

It was hard to believe that there had been generations of people keeping that secret. Especially when several were allowed to leave and form families that wouldn’t have the same amount of loyalty or devotion to the old traditions. Even my parents hadn’t known, and my mother had been raised in the same community as my grandfather.

“Ah, I have made a mistake in my explanation.” My grandfather held up his hand. “The Phoenix’s location was not known at the time. Not by us. Not by anybody. Just like those that worship the divines, we worshipped the Phoenix uncertain of its reality. In fact, we only discovered the Phoenix’s existence a few months ago. At the same time as Inné.”

I leaned forward, and Agni did the same beside me. “Really? What happened?”

“I do not know exactly why or how, but a strange magic was used to incapacitate and madden the elders,” my grandfather’s lips pursed. “I was the only one spared, and I suspect that is because whoever cast the magic delayed its activation for years. I would have been in the southern continent at the time it was placed on the others.”

“Someone attacked the community?” I asked.

“Or something. It was strange. Without warning the elders and the community’s staunchest supporters, the true remaining devotees of the old traditions, all fell into madness.” Veral’s expression grew dire at the memory. “We could not cure them with life magic or discern the cause through physical and magical means. They were sound of mind, and then they were not, repeating the same words over and over again.”

‘Repeating the same words over and over again.’

A sinking feeling hit my chest.

“What did you just say?” I asked.

“Grandson?” Veral tilted his head.

He had sensed something in my tone that made him pause.

“I mean the words that they spoke,” I clarified. “What words did they say?”

My grandfather frowned as he recalled the memory of his oldest friends falling to madness.

With a solemn tone, he repeated the words he’d heard that day.

“Bow to me, for I am a god.”

Each syllable plunged into me like a knife.

They were touched by the monster, Yeux.

“That community was on the verge of losing not only our friends and families. Not only that, but if the elders had passed away then there wouldn’t be enough people in the community to continue the practice of passing on the entirety of the old traditions. There were simply too few young ones. Most prefer to leave and never look back once they come of age,” my grandfather continued. “I was unsure how to help them, or what to do, so I broke tradition and raided their homes, hoping to find a solution hidden within. And I did.

People know the old traditions, in fact, most of the world knows of them, but they wrongly believe we do not write them down. The truth is that the eldest family, one that claims to have ancestors who directly knew the Phoenix, have kept tomes detailing the old traditions in detail. They are kept hidden and even the community does not know of their existence, but I uncovered them, and within I found a ritual said to summon the Phoenix, and this.”

Veral raised his hands and an object appeared in front of him, floating gently into his palms.

It was a feather.

Glowing with faint flames of red and gold, it held an ethereal beauty. I could tell that it wasn’t real. He was manipulating the dream to show me what he had found.

“This feather was said in the book to be a favor gained in times long past. By unleashing its power, the favor would be called upon and the power to the Phoenix would manifest and heal all wounds. Mind, body, and spirit, I knew not what afflicted my people, so I had no choice but to try it. We would have lost everything if I had not.”

My grandfather sat back, gathering his breath. At first, I thought he was overwhelmed by the memory, but then I realized he was simply tired. He had spent months imprisoned, and it was taking a toll on his body.

Even a few minutes of talking was a harsh challenge.

“It worked,” Veral said, his voice filled with awe.

“As the book instructed, I gathered the community together at the base of the mountain, and we closed our eyes and turned off our senses, allowing their cries to reach out. But I could feel its warmth. It’s majesty. When I opened my eyes again our friends were saved, and the mountain was filled with life. Trees that were old and withered were now vibrant and young, and the animals that had been so scarce during the seasons were now thriving. It was a miracle wrought by the guardian, and we were happy.

Our devotion was also renewed. Finally, we had proof of the guardian’s existence. The favor didn’t just save us. It connected us to the Phoenix intimately. By healing us in mind and body, it also recreated us and granted us a portion of its reality. Much like you, little guardian Agni, we sense the Phoenix’s presence. But while its power was faint, it did not go unnoticed.”

I read between the lines. “That’s when Inné appeared.”

“Yes, the next day.” my grandfather confirmed. “Alone, he conquered us, and chained us. We were thrown into a makeshift structure at first, but within the same day the construction of this building began. I was separated from the others, but I have had time to think, and I have determined that the Phoenix must be living within a rift that lies deep within the mountain itself. If so, then that means building is a conduit, one designed to reach the realm of the Phoenix. Perhaps one that already has.”

He fell silent, and I gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. There was a lot of information, all filled with even deeper emotions, and I knew words couldn’t help with quelling his tragedy.

Only action would make things right again.

“I will save them.”

My words echoed out across the fiery expanse and my grandfather shook his head.

“It is too dangerous. The church of Inné cannot be fought. Their Marked one is invincible. And when he undergoes ascension, he will take our lives.”

“And yet, I will save them,” I repeated.

Veral looked at me, but his reply faded away as he saw the conviction in my eyes.

“I am your grandson.” I raked my hands through my hair, and I felt the dream stir as I allowed a trickle of anger to rise within me. “But I am no weakling. And I’m not the type of person to make empty promises.”

A shape shimmered to life near me as a memory manifested within my mind and came to life within the dream. It was an old man, and in his hands were the chains that he had used to keep me captive in his realm.

He was Eli, the first gold-mask I ever encountered. The first magician I ever fought.

“When I could barely walk, I defeated threats that would cause armies to retreat⁠—”

Another appeared to our side. A monster of roots and green-flesh limbs. Oubliez.

“—I have struggled against monsters that threaten cities⁠—”

Gesti Ignatius appeared, his hair a cascade of silver and his eyes aflame with magic.

“—I have defied those who rule the world⁠—”

Amidst a mist of red, the lone cardinal and the archbishops of the church of Artus stepped out…

“—I have battled against churches whose name others fear to utter⁠—”

...and Yeux was behind them, his hundred eyes gazing down at me.

“—and I have crushed those that would declare themselves gods.”

A final figure shimmered into existence, his sword glistening crimson with blood.

It was Inné.

“Listen now, and listen closely, for I will tell you the simple truth. Whether they are monsters that cause humanity to tremble, or the churches that move Ioa, none will stand in my way, and none can stop me. As much as I respect their power, I will not bow to them, and I will not submit my family to their whims, for I am the Marked one of the Crijik, second of his title, brother of the Crijik’s chosen. My best friend is a spirit, and my companions are the elements. I walk side by side with wisdom, flames, and water, and divinity and magic flow through my veins, my constant companions and friends.

I pushed myself off the ground with my free hand, holding the other toward my grandfather. A smile grew on his lips, as he clasped my hand in his and rose to his feet. My gaze fell upon my grandfather, and I saw my reflection in his eyes.

There was no worry in my posture.

No concern in my eyes.

No fear in my heart.

There was only unshakeable belief in my words, honed by overcoming impossible obstacles time and time again. Inné believed I would stop at nothing to save my family, and he had waited for months with his cardinals to ambush me.

“Greetings, Veral, father of Lindria. I am Andross Silver, your grandson.”

I smiled.

Inné was right to fear me.

“And I will free you from your prison.”
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My confidence hadn’t left me by the time I left my dream and returned to reality. When the tremors stopped cardinal Joste returned, and she gazed upon me warily. I nodded, a calm gesture that caused the paladins and magicians to straighten their backs as my eyes traveled over them.

“You were relaxed before, but something has changed, holy Crijik,” Joste said.

“I remembered who I am,” I replied. “Something I’d forgotten in the confusion of my imprisonment.”

A sliver of doubt entered her eyes, and she glanced at the walls around me, scrutinizing every detail. I left her to her devices, my confidence unwavering. With my [Mana Sense] I reached out into the branch hidden within my spear, examining the wind attunement.

Normally, cultivation rooms held plants that held elemental attunements. However, those attunements were never directly visible. Not this clearly. They had to be studied and scrutinized intensely through their mana or meditated upon for years to gain insights.

Unlike them, I could peer directly at the attunement and examine it in its purest form.

This is an opportunity that magicians would kill for. The branch would be a family heirloom and heavily guarded.

I dove deeper into meditation, ignoring the people around me as I examined the wind symbol.

The thrum of the wind attunement resonated with those within my being. The earth symbol rumbled with annoyance as the wind’s presence clashed with it, but the fire and water symbols blocked its pressure, the four elements slowly stabilizing as the metal symbol watched over them.

Fire and water clash, Earth and wind battle. But together they all form a circle of harmony.

This was what I had been focusing on throughout the last week.

Water and fire were newer elements. Both had fought against each other when I’d attuned to fire, but water wasn’t any stronger than fire, and so it hadn’t been able to do any damage.

Earth was different. Earth was my strongest element, not just in levels, but in connection. If I had to pick one of the elements to be my best friend, then it would be earth. Which was why I had spent the last week placating it and ensuring it wouldn’t crush the wind symbol within the branch the moment the two made contact.

Play nice. I ordered the symbol. We’ll be in trouble if you don’t.

I wasn’t sure if my attunement could hear my thoughts, but the waves of power emanating from it lessened, and I nodded in satisfaction.

What about you? I glanced at the metal symbol.

That attunement was silent, uncaring and unmoved as I examined the wind symbol. Unlike its lower tier counterpart, the metal attunement didn’t see wind as a rival or enemy. It simply watched the wind symbol in the way that an adult would view a child.

Good. I turned my attention back to the branch.

The wind symbol within resonated with my being, and I could feel it reaching out to me, responding to my wind affinity.

Wind, earth, fire, and water.

I could feel the connection of my [Mana Affinity] firmly established in the branch. I had quietened the wind mana so that it wouldn’t respond to my presence while I was imprisoned, but I didn’t hide myself from the attunement.

The wind symbol wanted to be learned. And the element wanted to connect to me. I could feel it comfortably tapping on my soul, asking to be let in.

A smile crossed my features.

This won’t take long.

Soon, I would attune my fifth element.


39 SOMETIMES LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS. OTHER TIMES IT SETS YOUR BIRD ON FIRE


The fresh boost of divine mana entering my manapool was a great way to track the time. [Mark of the Crijik] couldn’t activate more than once a day, and since the pain had mysteriously lessened, I’d been able to stomach looking at the System notification instead of dismissing it instantly.

[Mana: 39,023 -> 40,068.]

Around twenty days had passed since I’d first been captured.

They had been very productive.

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 2.]

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 3.]

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 4.]

…

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 11.]

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 12.]

[Fear Tolerance (III) has reached level 13.]

I dismissed the leveling notifications with a smile. [Fear Tolerance] had leveled exponentially on the day I’d declared my intentions to free my grandfather, but I had a feeling it wasn’t because I was scared.

The skill had recognized my intentions aligning with its core concept. I was afraid but I was overcoming it decisively, and the System was helping me with that.

However, most of my benefits had come from focusing on the wind attunement.

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 3.]

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 4.]

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 5.]

…

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 13.]

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 14.]

[Meditation (VI) has reached level 15.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 16.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 17.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 18.]

[Mana Communication (II) has reached level 19.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 8.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 9.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 10.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 11.]

…

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 17.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 18.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 19.]

[Spirit Communication (II) has reached level 20.]

[Spirit Communication has reached rank 3! Congratulations.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 1.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 2.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 3.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 4.]

…

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 17.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 18.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 19.]

[Spirit Communication (III) has reached level 20.]

[Spirit Communication has reached rank 4! Congratulations.]

[Spirit Communication] was the biggest winner. There was a huge difference between talking to Gold each day and hyper-analyzing all of Agni’s words and motions, learning how to communicate with her in ways subtle enough that nobody around us would notice. Unlike Gold, I never ignored Agni, or turned off my focus on her.

There was a depth to our necessity in learning to communicate that had caused the skill to skyrocket in levels as Agni’s intentions were conveyed to me every second of every day, with me paying attention to them at all times.

Every word. Every twitch of her feathers. Every blink of her eyes.

All of it was a series of messages that were conveying information to me.

I don’t think the skill just stopped there. I twitched, and felt Agni respond with a questioning flicker of her feathers. Agni has been studying me, too, examining all of my movements and learning how to read me just as well as I can understand her.

The System had taken her actions into account and rewarded me for it. If Agni had a System, I was sure that she had likely leveled as well.

Or maybe Amanda leveled up in her place. I hope so. It would ease her worry.

“Do you think he’s dead?”

A whisper broke me out of my thoughts. The two paladins closest to me were engaged in a conversation that would normally be hushed but was loud as a gunshot in the quiet solitude of the cell.

“I’m not kidding. The divine doesn’t move for hours on end. How does he have the willpower?” One paladin asked. “I saw a man weep like a newborn within five days of imprisonment once. And he was only meant to be there for three months.”

“I think he’s just sleeping,” the other replied. “The bird is what confuses me. A Phoenix. I saw it at the Descent, but I didn’t know it was his. Such a beautiful creature.”

A soft smile touched my lips as Agni preened. I could tell that she definitely enjoyed being complimented, even if she hid it better than Gold did.

Sleeping doesn’t sound like a bad idea, actually.
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A pair of wide-open almond eyes greeted me in my dream, startling me with their joy.

“Grandson, finally! I can feel when your connection is establishing itself now,” my grandfather said. “And in my old age I only need a couple of seconds to doze off. Sometimes I’ve done it before I even wait for you to arrive! Which is probably what the problem was.”

“Grandfather,” I greeted him happily.

This was the second time I’d seen Veral in several days, and I’d grown worried that he’d been discovered. It turned out there was a much simpler answer for his disappearance.

We had been sleeping at different times.

“Now we finally have time to talk,” my grandfather said. “Tell me, how have you been going with your wind attunement?”

“I will attune to it any day now,” I said, allowing a faint smidgen of pride to cross my features. “Perhaps in the next day or two.”

Veral beamed at me. “The others will spit blood when they hear of your accomplishments. And I will make sure to tell them very thoroughly. Matthius spends all day bragging about his grandson’s aura. Well, my grandson has attuned to five elements!”

“Please don’t brag.” I lowered my head in embarrassment.

“I refuse.”

Gold brags about Andross often. Even more bragging is needed to beat his, Agni chirped, her melodic tones conveying her words perfectly. Before, I’d barely been able to understand her when she was dumbing down her speech for me.

That was still the case, but she was speaking slightly faster now.

“The guardian is right, we should brag more,” Veral said.

“We should focus on the task at hand.” I ignored the two co-conspirators. “Have you thought of a way for me to speak to the Phoenix?”

Only I could control the dream well enough to approach the mountain safely. Even then, the Phoenix simply expelled me from it.

However, Agni had approached the mountain with me, crying out to the Phoenix each time she did so.

“The chains that kept me in place are gone, I have been thinking of solutions, and I believe I can do better than allowing you to speak, grandson.” Veral gestured at the mountain. “Now, I believe I can get you into the realm of the Phoenix, but we’ll need the little guardian’s help.”

I will help you, Agni agreed.

“Very good.” Veral clapped. “Let us approach the mountain.”

“Stay beside me, then,” I warned.

The force of the Phoenix’s attack was no joke. Even if this was a dream, I wasn’t sure if an injury within it would also transfer to my grandfather. I knew that if he gazed upon the Crijik, then it would definitely affect him in reality.

I gestured at the ground and a platform rose to carry us up, but my grandfather placed his hand on my shoulder and shook his head.

“Grandson, we must walk to show our respect,” Veral said. “It is spoken in the old traditions. Those who made the pilgrimage to the four guardians to pay their respects traversed the dangerous lands on foot to show that they trusted the guardians to protect them.”

Agni chirped in agreement, sitting on my head the entire time.

“I’ll pay my respects the proper way,” I agreed.

Without magic the walk to the mountain was a lot longer than I expected. It truly was large, wide and long enough to hold Death City within it with space left over. The tip brushed against the sky, and I could imagine the Phoenix hiding within it with ease.

Well, probably not the real Phoenix. That would be impossible.

What I had seen above me the first time I’d entered this First Night dream was a representation of the Phoenix’s physical form, but what I had seen in my other dreams was something else. That Phoenix was enormous and swept away the stars in its wake.

“Are there any words we should say to greet the Phoenix?” I asked. The thought occurred to me suddenly as we reached the first slope of the mountain. “According to the old traditions, I mean.”

“A wise question.” Veral nodded in approval. “I would have stopped you to explain if you had not asked it.”

He’s had a lot of practice with [Wisdom], Agni chirped.

“Ha, good, I expect nothing less from my grandson.” Veral glanced at the mountain’s peak. “It is said that the Phoenix is the ficklest of the four guardians. It does not accept gifts, nor does it want bribery. The Phoenix is perfectly wondrous and majestic, yet prone to bouts of anger and erratic in its emotions.”

It sounds a lot like Agni, I thought.

But then another image entered my mind of a red-haired girl who acted in the same way.

I chuckled, and my grandfather looked at me curiously.

When I gestured for him to continue, he smiled. “To appease it, we must first approach it on a good day. Perhaps that is today. Perhaps not. I have a feeling it will be. However, once we step onto this mountain, we must be completely silent. That way we can ensure that it gets a proper look at us, and there are minimal reasons to object. No more is needed, though I believe the little guardian should fly ahead of us, in order to draw the Phoenix’s attention and favor.”

I can do that, Agni tweeted.

Agni unfurled her wings and prepared to take off. A quick look at my grandfather gave her confirmation, and she lifted off, flying out into the sky and through the slopes of the mountain. Then she circled back, not wanting to get too far away from us, perching on the remains of a cracked and broken tree.

My grandfather began his trek once again, and I followed beside him. My robes bore the symbol of a single eye on their chest, and I worried that the Phoenix would be maddened by them. So, as I walked, I manipulated my dream to show a different outfit on my body. Robes of blue, red, and brown adorned my body, the seams and trimming outlined with metal lining, representing the four elements I had attuned to.

The trek was long and arduous. There were paths up the mountain, ones that had existed for years, and I wasn’t in any danger, but as we moved higher, I could see the destruction laid out all around me. The First Night was frozen in a single moment of annihilation, and nothing had escaped the Crijik’s attention.

Still, I was silent.

I wonder what the Phoenix thought when it first saw this. I pondered upon its mental state. To be imprisoned for so long and then find itself in a dream of the destruction of the world.

No wonder it hadn’t had a first great impression of me.

With each new step toward the peak, I felt a shift in the atmosphere. It was growing warmer, but not in the same way as the warmth of the flames that ate at the world around me, instead, this warmth was a myriad of emotions, and flecks of gold were starting to sparkle around us.

A flash of golden light startled me, and I looked to my side to see my grandfather holding the Phoenix feather in his hand. The same one he’d used to summon the Phoenix and free his comrades from Yeux’s madness. It glowed brightly, and I could sense him using it as a focus to try and find a connection to the guardian.

He was also sweating, and I wondered why. We couldn’t grow tired in my dream.

It’s the pressure. I realized. I’m used to facing those with high magical energies, but my grandfather is not. Even a magician’s body shakes under the might of the Phoenix.

I gave my grandfather a reassuring pat on the back, helping him up the mountain. His soul was trembling, and that only grew worse as we reached the peak, but he refused to back down.

When I finally stepped atop the highest point of the mountain, surprise swept through me.

We made it. And we didn’t get blown off this time. Was it that simple the whole time?

No. No it wasn’t.

Magic had a habit of shaping fate into connecting in the right moments.

I had a feeling that this was the right time to approach the Phoenix. Perhaps even the only time. And I couldn’t waste my chance, or it may never appear again.

Andross, I can feel the Phoenix! Agni’s melodic voice touched my ears.

I heard the flapping of wings as she landed on my arm, and I looked down to see her golden flames had returned in full force. They cascaded over her feathers and crested her head, shining bright with the might of the Phoenix.

“Mighty guardian, second of the four.” my grandfather’s voice broke out beside me and traversed over the peak. “We seek your guidance, and audience. Once, you helped your people, and in doing so put yourself in danger. Now, we have come back to help you.”

I waited patiently as his words echoed out. My grandfather faltered as there was no response, but then Agni cooed, and I spotted something in the air in front of us.

It was a golden flame.

[Close your eyes.]

The voice of the System notification cascaded across my ears and into my soul, and I shuddered at its power.

It was a whisper. It was a shout. It was curious. It had doubts.

There was no doubt in my mind that the Phoenix’s true voice would crack the sky and shatter the world. That was the reason it used the System to communicate. It couldn’t risk any other method.

Without hesitation, I obeyed its commands and closed my eyes. There was a sigh beside me, and I felt a blaze of warmth envelop me, a bath of flames that spread over my skin and deep into my body. Despite the unnerving sensation, I didn’t feel any pain, and I kept my eyes closed, trusting in my grandfather’s methods.

[Open, Divine.]

I complied and opened my eyes. Then I stepped back, startled, as I saw that the mountain had disappeared.

A void of darkness was spread out before me in its place.

I wasn’t in Ioa anymore.

“Is this still my dream?” I wondered aloud, then I shook my head. “No. I guess not.”

[It is. It isn’t. Reality, so inconsistent. Come. Witness me.]

Golden light burst forth within the darkness, and I felt its warmth envelop me in a familiar sensation.

[Greetings, Divine.]

The Phoenix unfurled its wings, spreading them across the void. A mighty screech accompanied its actions, and I winced. The sound had come from the chains that bound its wings, protesting at its movements.

In my dream each chain had been carved from red and black storms intertwined together, and each link was the size of a planet.

Now, I could see the bindings for what they truly were.

“Chaos.”

Fear slithered across my heart as I saw the binding’s true nature. There was more chaos here than I had ever seen before. Too much chaos. It screamed in outrage as it clashed with reality, barely holding together into a coherent form, but a will far stronger than the Phoenix’s had forced it into shape, and made it bind the guardian spirit.

[Artus chained me. But the time approaches, and the chains weaken.]

The Phoenix’s words were accompanied by their pain, and I could sense the agony they were feeling. Every day the chaos bit at their flesh, and yet the Phoenix didn’t yield. Every time their feathers were destroyed, they reformed, and whenever the chaos struck at their mind, the Phoenix healed.

If history was to be believed, then the two forces had been clashing this way for a thousand years.

A few new links in the chain caught my eye. They were gray and gold, and I could sense a familiar presence.

“That’s Inné’s work.” I stared at it. “Why is it here?”

A closer inspection yielded quick answers.

Artus’s chains were weakening, and an ocean of divine mana had risen to strengthen the bindings of chaos. They were adding to the chains, ensuring that they held firm and kept the Phoenix in place.

“Inné’s been activating his mark by pouring his mana into you,” I deduced. “And then he uses it to keep you ensnared. That’s why he calls you a vessel. He’s been pumping mana into you, and in doing so he’s figured out that you won’t die in the process. Now, he’s hoping to do the same but on a larger scale. He wants to force the mana of the ascension into you.”

The Phoenix looked down at me, their presence ethereal and regal in a way that was accepted not just by my soul, but by the world around me.

[You are correct, Divine.]

“Andross Silver,” I replied. “That is my name, and I would be honored if you wished to use it, guardian.”

Using grandfather’s term for the Phoenix can’t hurt.

A glance to my side confirmed that Agni and my grandfather hadn’t accompanied me inside. Or maybe they had, and they were talking to the Phoenix at the same time that I was, only in a different instance of reality.

“I believe I should thank you,” I said. “You’re the one who’s stopped my mark from causing me pain when it activates, right? I can feel it in your flames. They’re warm, and healing. As I expected from the guardian of reincarnation. This is how you healed the community from Yeux’s influence.”

[You are correct…]

The Phoenix paused.

[…Andross.]

I smiled and looked at my hand. There were golden flames there, licking at my skin, and each time they did, the flesh returned healthier than before. My physical body was being rebuilt simply by being in the Phoenix’s presence.

“Mighty guardian, I have come seeking your freedom, and the freedom of my grandfather, a member of your worshippers,” I said. “How may I help you?”

[Help. From a divine?]

A smidgen of anger entered the voice, and the void around me shuddered. The chains that bound the Phoenix rattled, the chaos flurrying to bring down the mighty being and failing.

[I will show you your help.]

Golden flames swept over creations, and I raised my hands to defend myself against the endless tide.

When the fire washed over me, the world shifted and changed.

“What is this?” I asked.

[Your help.]

I looked around and saw that the void had disappeared, replaced by the Phoenix’s mountain. The First Night was gone, and I saw the world as it was, alive and prosperous.

What greeted me immediately after was war.

Hundreds of thousands of warriors and magicians clashed in a cacophony of madness and death atop the mountain, each one a powerhouse in their own right. Hundreds fell every second, dying without a second glance or spared focus. The laurels of the churches rested on their bodies, bloodied and damaged, and I recognized their emblems immediately.

Every combatant present belonged to the churches of the Crijik and Inné.

Twenty-three pillars of power swept away the presences of the others, too mighty to ignore. The cardinals of each church fought with the intensity of those ready to die, and the sky warped as they battled. The church of Inné was missing a member, the same one that had been injured in the initial battle where I’d been captured, and so the cardinals of the church of the Crijik were winning.

But that wasn’t enough to turn the tides of battle. Above them the clouds darkened, and lightning crashed down from a raging storm like a heavenly rain.

Gerial and Inné were clashing in the sky.

And Gerial was losing.

His sleeves dripped with blood, and his eyes concealed his pain as he struck at Inné. There was no holding back as his divine mana commanded the elements to strike at his fellow Marked one, but it was all for naught as Inné deflected each strike of lightning, taking slight damage in turn. He wasn’t uninjured, but the difference between them was slowly growing apparent.

“This is what’s happening outside?” I asked, horror crawling through me.

I had felt the tremors, but I hadn’t known it was this bad.

[No.]

The Phoenix’s voice enveloped me, but the vision didn’t stop.

[This is what will happen should you try to free your grandfather. If you try to help me.]

The image shifted, revealing a break in the side of the sword-like building Inné had built into the mountain.

A single body lay on the hilt, battered and broken.

It was mine.

[Your plan will end in failure.]


40 I ROLLED THE DICE. THEY EXPLODED


“This is what happens if I attune to wind and contact Gerial to tell him about you and my grandfather?” I asked. “He can’t free us by himself, so he brings the entire church.”

[Yes.]

The war raged throughout my vision, destruction of lives on a scale far beyond what had caused it.

They were all fighting to avenge my death.

I had led to this.

The church knew I was captured, but tensions hadn’t broken into all-out war. After all, the church of Inné was going to release me after the ascension, and they didn’t know the full situation. In fact, they would still be concerned that we had technically attacked first and might be trying to be diplomatic and fix the misunderstanding.

Once I explained the truth to them, there would be no going back. The church of Inné had captured the family member of a Marked one and ambushed Gerial and me on purpose.

It would be the catalyst that started the war before me.

“If I stay until the ascension, what happens?” I asked.

The world paused, and then writhed as the vision before me twisted and popped out of existence.

A group of people lay silent on a stone platform, each surrounding a rift that led directly into the realm I was standing in now. They wore faded tunics and robes denoting the four guardians, and most were elderly and gray-haired.

I spotted my grandfather among them, his eyes lifeless and cold.

However, they weren’t alone.

A flock of birds lay with them. Phoenixes. Each one was familiar, and I recognized them as the birds I’d seen in the Mitra household. Their feathers were dim, and their flames had faded.

Whether they were truly there was doubtful. I had a feeling that they had been edited into the vision by the Phoenix, but the intentions behind that addition were clear. They were showing me the consequences of allowing the ascension to happen.

[They are connected to me. Bound to my spirit. To my calling. Currently it chains me. When the ascension occurs, it will consume me, and all that I hold dear.]

“So, they’ll receive the divine mana placed into you, and die for it.”

[Yes. I will protect them. I will heal them. But they cannot survive. They will not. The power of a divine will tear them apart.]

I grimaced. The implication was clear.

By throwing the mana of the ascension into the Phoenix, Inné would kill all who were connected to it. The entire community that he had captured would be wiped out by a power that not even Marked ones could contain, and the Phoenixes wouldn’t survive the aftermath.

Where is Amanda? Did she get caught up in this as well?

The thought gave me pause.

I couldn’t allow that to happen.

“Does Inné come here personally to chain you with his mana?”

[No. He would not dare. Even now, he cannot use his mana in my presence. Only through his manmade structure can he channel it into my realm. Only when the ascension comes, will he be forced to enter. I cannot stop that.]

The Phoenix let out a puff of golden flames and I realized they were laughing at my question. I was reminded of Agni for a moment, then the mighty being shifted their body and I was reminded that they were larger than planets.

“How do I do both?” I asked. “How do I save myself, you, and my friends and family.”

[There is no way to change what will be. But perhaps you could change what could be.]

Another glimpse of the mighty being’s intentions swept through me.

What is this? I wondered.

I saw a new series of images. While Inné had been studying the Phoenix, they had been studying him. Now, they had a single wish they wanted to convey to me, and their intentions became crystal clear.

[I must be at the ascension. It is inevitable. But so must Inné.]

The Phoenixes’ voice swept through me, and I frowned. There was no doubt in their words. The Phoenix would attend the ascension.

And Inné would win.

He will also be there in person. The one chance to catch him off guard, but he’ll have the full power of a divine providing him with infinite mana. It’s the worst time to confront him.

[But what occurs after can still be unwritten.]

The void once again warped, and I saw a familiar cell. I was inside it.

A fourth vision. The final vision.

Unlike the other ones, this one was quiet, and far less gruesome. I was sitting deep in meditation, the [Heart-Silver] spear resting in front of me with the branch inside of it.

A ripple of power broke out from within me, startling the paladins and cardinal on guard duty. However, it was already too late. I had attuned to the wind element.

Using that moment of connection to the element, I sent a message to Gerial, and then...

No.

Before that.

The vision twisted back to the moment I attuned, and I stared at the [Heart-Silver] spear. As my new attunement made itself known, another source of magic was present. The branch I had been studying collapsed upon itself in a cacophony of wind mana as the attunement within collapsed, used as fuel for the message I was sending to Gerial.

But that wasn’t the only element that had been present within the branch. Another element escaped its destruction, spreading out into the air, unseen by almost all within the room.

“You can’t be serious,” I exclaimed.

A symphony of sound escaped the Phoenix’s beak and the void trembled in its wake.

The sound was laughter.

[If creation is locked, then there is no other way but to shift it. A single variation. No more. No less. Enough for a new path. One I cannot see. One the divines cannot see. I cannot know what you will do, Divine, or if it will succeed. I can only show you that there is a possibility of creating a chance.]

“And you trust me to do this?” I asked. “You didn’t even want me to approach you until now.”

[I have watched you, Andross. Your dreams. Your interactions. Your memories. You have displayed all for your grandfather in these times past, and in seeing them through his eyes, I have deemed you worthy of a meeting. But that is not why I entrust this task to you.]

“Oh?” I furrowed my eyebrows. “Then, why?”

[Agni trusts you. She is a child. So young. So precious. So naïve. But intuitive. She vouches for you, and she is willing to place her life in my hands in return for my trust. A foolish notion, as I would never hurt my progeny. It is a trust I will reward with my own. I will place my life in your hands. This once.]

“That sounds like her.” I smiled. “I will do my best to save you and those who are connected to you. Thank you, Phoenix.”

I paused and examined the scene before me. The reason for the Phoenix’s words was spread across the surroundings. The branch had collapsed, the wind attunement within turning into mind mana, and yet it was the other source of energy within the branch that interested me.

None could predict the actions of chaos. Not even the divines.

But I wasn’t so convinced.

Is this part of your plans, too, Fue?

Hope rose in my heart. Maybe there truly was a way to save everyone.

“I know what to do now, but it’s going to be risky. If I don’t make it, please try to find a way to save my grandfather. My mother would be devastated if she were to lose us both at once. And she had already gone through too many hardships in her life.”

[You are a strange divine, Andross Silver.]

The Phoenix gave no guarantee. They couldn’t. With a mighty flap of its wings golden flames swept over me again, so bright that I was forced to close my eyes.

When I opened them again, I wasn’t in the dream of the First Night.

I was in my cell.

“That’s the future.” I tilted my head. “Now, to decide how to change it.”

I ignored the paladins who gazed at me cautiously. I needed a new plan of action, and ideas were already starting to crawl into my mind.

First, I would need to carve a symbol.
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[Mana: 40,068 -> 40,618.]

Ten days had passed since I had spoken to the Phoenix. In that time, they hadn’t again appeared in my dreams, though their presence continued to hold the Crijik at bay within the First Night.

Unfortunately, casting spells was still impossible.

I had hoped that the Phoenix would release their hold on my mana, but apparently the lack of magic wasn’t a voluntary ability. The Phoenix was simply too powerful. Their very existence was blocking divine mana from working within their territory, and the only way to change that was with their death.

Inné is probably similarly affected, I thought. But his cardinals aren’t. Either they have protection, or only divine magic is affected once the rift is closed. The latter is more likely, seeing as Inné had to open an entrance directly into the Phoenix’s realm to stop all of us during our fight.

I stirred, opening my eyes and examining the [Heart-Silver] spear in front of me. After ten days of constant meditation, I had finally caught a glimpse into the true nature of wind mana.

Freedom. Peace. Gentle. Tranquility.

The mana’s true nature was unveiled before my eyes, and I smiled at their antics. This entire time I had kept [Eye of the Crijik] deactivated to be able to witness the wind element, and they had been fun to witness. None of them acknowledged me because I’d asked them to ignore my presence, but just viewing them flying in clumps and territories was rewarding in its own right, and with each passing second, I had grown closer to them.

Now, I was ready.

I could attune to the wind element at a whim.

“Morehlys, how has your mind faired?” I asked.

Cardinal Morehlys, The Nightmare, broke out of his meditative stance, his wraithlike body flickering with power and grace as it floated above the ground.

“It is well, Divine Crijik,” Morehlys replied. “That which should never be witnessed has been avoided. It can never grasp at me again.”

“I’m glad,” I said. I meant it, too.

My guards were more numerous today. Six paladins. Ten connection magicians. I wasn’t sure if they’d sensed something from my subtle actions, or if it was simply bad luck, but I didn’t pay them any attention. It wouldn’t matter how many people guarded me.

I had a plan in mind that would make their numbers meaningless.

Andross. Ready? Agni’s feathers shifted atop my head.

She hadn’t spoken, but I could understand her intentions through her movements now.

A single tap at my forehead was all the confirmation Agni needed.

There was a puff of golden flame as Agni flapped her wings. The wind mana in the air was disturbed by her movements, fluttering over me as she manipulated the currents in subtle ways.

I can see you, I thought as the wind mana passed by me. Soon, we’ll talk.

My ability to cast spells was locked, but my connection with the elements was impossible to disrupt. I could feel it curled within my being, as much a part of me as any other section of my body.

Earth, metal, water, and fire.

The four elemental attunements called out to me in greeting. They wanted to speak. To be used. It had been far too long since I had called upon their might. But that wasn’t why I was here today.

Instead, I placed my focus onto another source of power. The branch that was hidden in the spear.

Wind attunement. My friend. Thank you for your guidance.

I called upon the wind mana that surrounded me, allowing their thoughts to flow through me.

Freedom. Breezy. Push.

[Mana Communication] activated, and I called to the wind with my emotions. For the first time in a month, we could talk properly.

A response swept through me instantly.

Hello. Hi. Talk now?

The wind mana swept over me, driven by overwhelming emotions. I could hear their intentions clearly, my [Mana Communication] skill far stronger than it had been when I’d attuned to my elements.

Like us. Seen. Unseen. But chained. Why chained?

My earth attunement reacted to their presence with a pulse of power, but the other attunements stopped it from acting.

Earth had called to me, water had swam next to me, fire had slipped into my reach, but wind caressed my being, flowing over me and through me, free and unfettered by the physical as it communicated its soul to me. Wind mana rushed toward me, far more than had been present only seconds ago, pouring their thoughts and intentions into me.

A surge of emotions and power crossed through me. It was mine. It was theirs. It was ours.

Shouts had risen now, but all were drowned out by the symphony of the wind. None would chain it down, and nobody could fell the relentless tide as the mana swept through the building to greet me.

Joy, communication, freedom.

We are one.

Have it all. Give it all.

Within the swirling tide a single drop fell deep into my soul and stationed itself in my mind. Pulsating with power, it illuminated the dark void, revealing the earth, metal, water, and fire symbols within. Each one activated, sending out ripples of energy to counteract and overwhelm the newcomer into their domain.

The wind symbol greeted them all, weaving joyfully through the expanse of my mind.

Then, it hit me.

Irresistible. Vast. Omnipresent.

I was connected to something greater than myself.

With a wave of my hand, I dismissed the restraints of the physical and focused on the bond between myself and the infinite winds. They were an endless tide in my mind, impossible to grasp and moving perfectly in sync with their whims.

Gerial. Are you there?

My thoughts rippled out through the element, connecting to every wind magician in the world at the same time, but only one had a true connection with me that ran deeper than our elements.

A tug of my heart followed my words, and I felt my mark reacting to the presence of another.

“Andross, is that you?”

“Are you okay?”

“Are you hurt?”

“What’s happening?”

“No, wait, you attuned to wind. Of course!”

The wind brushed a flurry of responses into my ears, and I winced. I’d forgotten that Gerial was an over texter.

Listen, Gerial, this bond won’t last, and we have to act carefully.

I paused, and the visions that the Phoenix had shown me were draped in my mind. I could call for Gerial to help me, and I would die. I could stay, and then my grandfather and the Phoenixes would die.

Or I could try something completely different.

It was time for my decision.

Don’t send anyone to fight the church of Inné. No war. No battles.

My thoughts were conveyed clearly, but I could feel the connection lessening with each passing moment. The initial omnipotent bond of my attunement was vanishing.

Whatever happens, you must not act. Remain calm. Remain normal. Pretend everything is okay. I have a plan.

A single word returned in response, the wind conveying the deep trust carried within it.

“Okay.” Gerial said.

With that sole word, his voice disappeared, and his presence vanished. My connection to wind was dwindling to normal levels,

But my window of communication hadn’t closed.

“I suppose you’re wondering what that was,” I said.

With a smile, I turned to face my captors.

The six paladins had drawn their swords, confusion and fear etched onto their faces as they felt the magic around me. The expressions of the ten connection magicians were different, more dire, and filled with awe.

“You were communicating with someone using the moment of elemental bonding.”

Cardinal Morehlys gazed calmly at me, his eyes roaming over my cell.

“Congratulations on your new attunement, Divine,” The Nightmare’s voice contained nothing but respect. “A penta-element magician. And to think, you are only five years old.”

“Thank you, Morehlys, I’ve been aiming for one element for each year of my life,” I replied. “You have been kind to me. I will remember that.”

Our words were friendly, but I could feel the tension in the air. The guards moved into guarded formations, each activating their means and power, magic and might gathering in waves.

There was no doubt that these were the best that their church had to offer.

[Eye of the Crijik]

The world blazed with color around me as I activated my skill. My cell was a masterpiece of mana, but something mired its perfection. A faint red ripple of energy that reverberated out from my [Heart-Silver] spear.

A broken branch was the source, and it quickly withered away as the crimson energy gnawed at reality and tore it apart.

Just looking at it made me nauseous.

This is chaos. But it won’t last long. It’s now or never.

I gathered the remaining vestiges of my enhanced bond with wind and focused my intentions.

My mind sought out another person. One who had only recently unlocked their wind attunement.

And I found them.

There you are. Now, will you respond to my call, or ignore it?

I wasn’t sure which outcome would be worse.

“Wait, I can sense a new spell forming! He’s communicating with someone else!” The platinum-gold mask cried out.

A subtle sweep of my hand was all warning the gathered enemies needed. As one, they struck out at my cell, the wall allowing them instant access to my form. Magic flew toward me, and swords struck at my body.

None of them reached me.

Crack.

Reality sucked in a breath as the crimson tides of chaos tore through it, their aimless wandering suddenly finding purpose.

Tear.

My captors tried to stop as a dark red tear pulsated where chaos met reality. None were fast enough. The paladins roared with pain and panic, and each of the connection magicians fell to their knees as their mana was ripped apart and twisted into strange forms. As the crimson tide spread out, they all screamed, their limbs spasming uncontrollably.

Only The Nightmare had moved out of the way in time.

The cardinal’s connection mana leashed around his trembling companions, forcing them to halt their screams and seizures, and then making them walk out of the wave of chaos before their minds and bodies were consumed by it.

“Crijik, you haven’t,” Morehlys’s voice held only dread.

“I did,” I replied calmly.

Agni flapped her wings in panic as chaos energy rippled around us. There was far more inside the cell than there had been within the branch, and all of it warped and twisted as it tore through existence.

When they finally stopped expanding, they had formed the shape of a drop of blood, large and wide enough to fit a single person.

“It is wrong.” The Nightmare hissed.

Sections of the drop devolved into sludge, only to reform a moment later, and then break again. A cacophony of madness lay within the abyss of red, reaching out and grasping at my mind as I looked into its depths.

This was the third time I had seen something like this. The first was in the Burning Lake. And the second had been at my Descent.

Knock.

The tear trembled, but I was expecting it to.

Knock.

Morehlys gathered his magic together, forming a wall of mana between his comrades and the chaos gathering in the cell. The cardinal knew that he couldn’t fight what was coming through that portal.

Crack.

The crimson tear ripped open, unleashing blocks of solid blood as the instincts of chaos won and its creation was broken.

But I was only focused on what was coming through.

“For once, I have to admit that I am shocked,” a voice floated through the storm of chaos. “I heard my new wind attunement calling to me. So beautiful. And very unexpected. Well, I just had to see what this was about.”

A familiar scene played out before me as a young man sporting a confident grin walked through the remains of the shattered tear. Like it had at my Descent, a dark red tunic covered his upper body, with accompanying black pants, and a loose teal robe was draped messily over both. Aqua blue hair bounced across his shoulders, and his blood-red eyes swept over the cardinal and the gathered guards without a hint of concern.

I looked into his blood red eyes calmly, and a smile crossed my lips.

“Hi, Kyle. I wasn’t sure you’d come,” I said.

“Of course, I came.” Kyle smirked. “What kind of senior would I be if I didn’t?”

Those few among my captors that could still react raised their weapons, but their fear had been replaced by terror and dread. All of them knew who he was. And they knew what he represented.

Artus, divine of chaos, had arrived.
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Kyle’s fascination with my cell was evident by the way he leaned closer to the wall with each passing second. His eyes roamed over the regent’s runes, and he brushed his fingers against them, each one destroyed by a crimson line of liquid after his skin passed over it. I could see his water attunement mixing with the chaos he’d summoned, the wave leaving red stains upon the wall as they dissolved all they came into contact with.

It looks like blood and acts like acid. I couldn’t help but shiver.

“There were mutterings that something big had happened, but the two churches involved were too quiet. Now, I can see you’ve been hosting my junior.”

Kyle cocked his head toward the paladins, and I saw their armor shifting as shivers ran down their spines. As expected of those who were assigned to guard a Marked one, they had already recovered after touching the chaos spell, but the fear of the damage they’d taken would be a toll that would affect them for the rest of their lives.

I reached out to my divine mana, but it refused to exit my body.

That was okay.

I had different plans for my mana. Instead of bringing it out, I let it flow through my veins, passing through my attunements and converting the divine mana into mana of different elements. It lost its authority, and its efficiency, but with my increased [Mana Affinity] I wasn’t worried about being able to control multiple elements at once.

Funny how history repeats itself. Before, I kept my divine mana inside my manapool because I feared judgment. Now, my divine mana refuses to come out, and yet I already have the skills to cope with that.

The ground underneath me swirled with power as the runes chaining my connection to my attuned elements was broken. A smidgen of earth mana appeared and greeted me fondly, and I was reminded of when I first began to hide my identity.

There was only one kink in the plan.

Inné would be coming.

“Now this is my kind of party.” Kyle’s voice swept over the prison. “Tell me, what would you have me do?”

“Surrender, Artus,” a voice replied.

I glanced at the source and saw the platinum-gold mask connection magician rising to face Kyle. She took a step forward, passing cardinal Morehlys’s mana shield. She waved her hand and connection mana swirled around her, bonding with reality and strengthening it until it dispelled the tears that the chaos magic had formed.

“I don’t feel like surrendering, especially not to a party that is far weaker than myself, let alone two Marked ones.” Kyle pursed his lips, his eyes flashing with magic. “To think, you have held a divine captive. You who belong to a church, no less. I should think you would surrender willingly, considering you have lost the moral high ground.”

“Agreed,” my anger coated my words. “I have called for parley multiple times. Diplomacy. Peace. There was always another option.”

A cloth of red fire mana swam around me as Agni called the element to us.

With a smile I allowed flames to gather in my hands, and I flicked my senses down to the box that was strapped to the inside of my robe.

I could once again connect to my inventory.

“I’ll ask again, junior,” Kyle’s voice tapped against my ears. “What. Would. You. Have. Me. Do?”

A moment stretched out into eternity as the paladins and magicians moved their focus onto me. Each one was tense, and they knew that with a single word this would be the last day of their lives.

“I want you to cause chaos, but don’t kill any of them,” I said. “They have been good to me. I’ll make sure you know when to stop.”

“To think my junior would grow up without bloodlust. I have taught you badly.” Kyle replied.

Kyle’s lament was undermined by a wicked smile crossing over his lips, and he strode forth. Each footfall sprouted a wave of liquid chaos that pushed Cardinal Morehlys further back.

The platinum-gold mask waved her hand, and a whip of connection mana broke through the tides of liquid and grappled around Kyle’s wrist. The Marked one paused, but it was only to examine the whip curiously.

“You’re skilled.” He said. “Even if the cardinal wasn’t taking up most of my attention, you’d be an issue. But I don’t have time to play games.”

With his free hand he grasped the whip with an iron grip, and the connection mana squirmed as crimson veins flowed through it. The platinum-gold mask gasped as the tendrils reached her, and she hastily cut off the connection mana at the foundation, allowing it to cascade freely into the air.

The chaos accompanying it leapt forward, straight to her face, and she blasted it with a wave of mana that took the form of a hundred stars, each one dismantling the bonds of the chaos magic that approached her until it was annihilated from existence.

“You should not be this powerful,” she said.

“Things have a habit of changing when the balance of existence is in flux,” Kyle replied. “But now I’m bored, and so I think I’ll find a new way to entertain myself.”

His words were accompanied by a hand gesture, a single wave that caused a breeze to stir within the windowless prison. Directing the wind mana and chaos magic together, a crimson storm was formed in an instant, breaking reality in smaller ways than the liquid, but traveling instantly to every section of the corridor.

The platinum-gold mask’s mana formed dozens of stars around her, each one strengthening the bonds of reality as she focused on dispelling the gale of chaos swirling around her.

“[Metal Spear].”

My voice broke through the struggle, and her eyes widened as a sheet of silver streamed out of my inventory and shot toward her, forming a spear in midair with a razor-sharp tip.

She clenched her fingers, and a ball of connection mana touched my spear, halting it in place. The act was simplicity itself for a person at her level.

A smile tugged at my lips.

“[Metal Spear].”

This time a tidal wave of silver rushed out of my inventory, forming dozens of spears as my skill took control of the metal and shot it toward my opponent.

At the same time, Agni gathered her flames together and shot a pillar of fire toward the magicians and paladins, forcing the cardinal back. Soon, they were clumped together at the end of the corridor.

I saw my chance and took it. “[Earth Creation].”

Stones appeared underneath the feet of the group of guards, and all adjusted in an instant, dodging the newly created stone with ease. I had been counting on that, and I’d created the stones in a way that would force them into the direction I wanted them to go.

All of them had moved straight out of the corridor.

“Your formation is broken, cardinal,” Kyle’s voice took on a hint of malice. “[Chaos Disruption].”

The crimson tides scattered at his words, tearing apart the rigid and ordered spells that had been cast by cardinal Morehlys and the platinum-gold mask. Their connection matter spluttered, trying to force itself to follow its true nature by staying bonded, but then they vanished, the chaos overwhelming them.

Morehlys’s shield held, and I saw it sweep over the platinum-gold mask, enveloping her protectively and forcing the chaos back.

But the endless crimson tides wouldn’t be stopped for long.

There was more chaos energy for Kyle to wield than I’d expected, but as I watched the cardinal pushed back, I saw that there was yet more to come. The chaos in the area was multiplying, and growing in strength, with each passing second.

I heard a shout and the guard contingent retreated out of the corridor, and I raised my hand and focused on the area the shout had come from.

“[Earth Creation]. [Metal Shield.]”

Silver and stone merged to wall off the entrance into the corridor, and the wave of chaos soon reached them. I winced in preparation, expecting my mana to be struck, but instead the chaos passed phased the elements as though they weren’t there, and continued out to strike at the magicians and paladins beyond.

For a moment all was quiet.

Kyle, Agni and I were alone together.

“We only have a few seconds until more cardinals arrive. Inné should also be nearby,” I said.

Kyle’s expression shifted from joyful teasing to a sleeker, more stoic expression.

This was the true face of chaos, neither emotional nor calculating. Only present. And waiting.

“I’ve chased out the riff raff,” Kyle’s voice grew serious. “Now, what did you actually call me here for? I can help you escape, but Inné will arrive before I can prepare the spell. We will have to fight him. Even more likely is that we will be forced to kill him.”

“Wait.”

I held my hand up, silencing him.

“We don’t have to fight Inné.”

With a flick of my hand, I conjured my [Heart-Silver] spear to my side. [Heart-Silver] was the only material I could manipulate during my time in prison, and despite taking the shape of a spear, [Heart-Silver] was actually a special alloy that was manipulatable. That was how I was able to carve runes into it in the first place, and how I could move the branch into it.

For the past few days, I had carefully used my time and the [Heart-Silver] to carve more runes. Three more, to be precise. All of them were identical and had taken the place of the hardening runes that had been destroyed when I’d hastily hollowed out the spear to accommodate the attunement branch.

With a clap of my hand the three runes broke off from the main spear, forming the shape of metal badges.

They attached themselves to myself and Kyle, and I realized that the third I’d carved for Agni wasn’t necessary, since the rune affected her the moment it touched me. As long as she was on my head, she would be fine.

“What now?” Kyle asked.

I smiled and gestured at the wider prison now open for exploration. “Now, we wait.”
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Inné’s rage rippled through the ascension structure, the emotion causing strengthened stone and metal to tremble as he strode through the corridors and deeper into the mountain’s depths.

What he found was his cardinal and several of his strongest fighters engaged in battle with chaos, trapped outside of the prison rooms they had been assigned to watch over.

“How did this happen?”

His voice gouged the stone in front of him, and he stepped over the rubble.

“What of your duties, Morehlys?”

The metal in the walls screeched, torn apart by cuts as deep as a sword.

“WHERE IS THE MARKED ONE OF THE CRIJIK?”

His aura flashed brilliant gray as it cut through the chaos magic. The chaos was felled without resistance, its caster long gone from the area.

That only made him angrier.

Inné’s hands blurred, and the metal and stone blockage hissed as several thin lines appeared on their surface. They trembled, and shivered, and then clutched helplessly at each other as whole sections parted and fell to the ground, revealing a destroyed corridor.

“No,” Inné’s whisper carried his horror.

The cells beyond the corridor were empty.

Andross Silver had escaped.
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“This symbol is terrifying,” Kyle said. “Oubliez’s concept must have been strong, even for a monster.”

“Shh,” I whispered.

We watched as Inné’s rage engulfed the area. Sweat beaded down my forehead as the corridor was smashed into pieces by his aura. My metal shield had been unpowered by my will, but it was still demoralizing to see it cut down in a single strike.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the rampage stopped short of my cell. Inné had enough sense to leave the regent that had imprisoned me undamaged. The chaos magic had eroded large parts of the runes, but Inné knew that they could be repaired, and I knew that he would want to do so as quickly as possible.

He can’t use his divine mana either.

Watching Inné’s use of his abilities confirmed that fact for me. At the very least, he couldn’t access his divine mana while at the bottom of the structure. The closer to the Phoenix each Marked one was, the less power they had.

However, as I’d expected, Inné had arrived in seconds.

If we’d tried to escape through a portal, or celestial convergence, then we would have been beset by enemies on all sides before we could fully form them.

“Your gamble paid off.” Kyle smiled. “Illusions capable of fooling even the Marked’s eyes. And covering sound, too. As I said before, terrifying.”

“He’ll sense it if you try to attack him,” I said. “So don’t.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kyle replied.

I didn’t believe him for a second.

“Secure the area,” Inné’s voice struck at me.

The corridor rippled and a thin line of cracks appeared underneath the Marked one’s feet. His fury was a sight to behold, and I was glad that it wasn’t being directed into the cell. I had no desire to be cut into a thousand pieces by the tantrum of a divine being.

That sentiment was shared by the paladins and magicians.

Some moved out of my sight. Others stood at attention in the corridor.

None entered my cell.

In minutes the other five cardinals that were stationed here had arrived, and I tensed. I could shut off communication with mana and the elements and obscure our presences, but I wasn’t so foolish as to believe that I was infallible.

There were magicians out there that could see through the power of Oubliez’s symbol. I was sure of it.

Tesfohl, Warbringer, took his place by Inné’s side. Joste, The Abyssal Flame, was close beside him. Itui, Lance of Sarrah, stepped in line with the entrance, guarding it tightly. Morehlys, The Nightmare, sat back, pale but healthy. Maci, Unity, and Jik, River of the Sky, flanked him, checking on his condition.

Most of the cardinals fell silent and gazed at Inné, waiting for his orders.

Only Joste stepped forward on her own.

The cardinal’s hands glowed with green fire as she examined my cell. The intensity of a cardinal’s presence wasn’t to be underestimated, and I could feel her magic pressing against my mind, ancient and profound.

Joste’s eyes paused for a moment as they swept over me, and I held my breath.

Had she seen me?

I thought I saw a tug at the edge of her lips, but then her expression returned to its frowning scrutiny, and I couldn’t be sure if I’d truly seen something, or if it was my imagination.

“All traces of them are gone,” Joste declared. “They have escaped.”

To my surprise, Inné simply nodded.

He trusted his cardinal’s judgment implicitly.

Inné said at the Descent that he couldn’t sense chaos. Not in its natural state.

As long as the chaos in the area wasn’t being used to cast spells, it was impossible for the Marked one to sense it. Chaos was difficult for me to see even with [Eye of the Crijik] activated, though that was quickly changing.

Nausea curdled in my stomach and rose through my throat as the chaos energy multiplied. When Kyle had stopped controlling it, I had lost sight of most of it, only seeing a few dots of crimson floating nearby. But in minutes it had turned into a fine mist.

“Thank you, Joste,” I said. “I will remember this.”

The cardinal didn’t give any indication that she had heard me as she walked back to Inné and her fellow cardinals.

Kyle growled as she left, and I glanced sharply at him.

“Chaos wishes to pit itself against her. She wields magic that seeks to claim its doctrines.” Kyle pursed his lips. “She is too smart for a clash. Pity.”

“I don’t want to fight her,” I said. “Not now. Not ever.”

“There was a time when a young Crijik chose to fight tougher opponents each time he entered the Koshima arenas,” Kyle replied. “Where did he go? I could use him now.”

“There’s a difference between a good decision and a bad one. Marked ones are not invincible. We could do with a reminder every once in a while.” A flicker of movement caught my gaze and I saw Joste glancing back at my cell as she rejoined the cardinals. “Her reminder would come at the cost of our deaths.”

“Yes. She would kill me, but that is the value in the fight. So, while it is not a good decision, it is one that gives value.”

“Your reasoning is horrifying,” I said.

“I prefer the term chaotic,” Kyle replied.

Kyle sat back against the wall and yawned, his every action oozing confidence. The chaos around us was as thick as mud now, and Kyle’s every breath glowed crimson.

The chaos had only grown thicker when Inné arrived.

I knew what Kyle was thinking. We were still two Marked ones and a Phoenix. We could slaughter them, and people would see it as a justified action because of who we were.

But I refused to do that.

“Examine the cell. All of you,” Inné ordered.

The six cardinals jolted, frowning as the order came through.

“We cardinals are not your servants,” Joste said frostily. “You would do well to remember that.”

“Agreed,” Morehlys hissed. “Much I have sacrificed this month. My duties. My mind. My health. I would give it all for lord Inné, but only to one I acknowledge as worthy of the sacrifice.”

“We are in agreement. We are cardinals because we believe in the divines, and their Marked ones. We choose to head and observe the followers of the church not because we are above them, but because we are part of them,” Cardinals Jik and Maci spoke in unison, their voices identical in every way. “A Marked one was captured. We were told it was an inevitable attack, and we would act in defense. Then we discovered that this was untrue. The Marked one of the Crijik did not know we were here. He did not have ill intentions. And yet, we launched a preemptive strike. We will never forgive ourselves for our blasphemy.”

Four of the six had rebelled without hesitation, and Itui, The Lance of Sarrah was silent, but his unwavering gaze spoke of his concord with the other cardinal’s wishes.

Inné glanced at him, and the cardinal’s expression hardened.

“I did not join the cardinal’s ranks to stab our divines in the back when they are not looking,” Itui said.

“Even the youngest of us agrees,” Joste’s green flames flickered with emotions. “And he joined during your tenure.”

The chaos around me trembled under the might of the tension caused by the cardinal’s words.

My fingers curled into fists as I watched the proceedings. For years I had been held back from claiming my title as a Marked one by the cardinals of my own church. While it was true that the Marked ones were the rulers of the church, that didn’t mean they were its only leaders.

The cardinals of each church guided their followers through thick and thin. They would watch countless generations of Marked ones live and die, ensuring the survival of the churches past the short lifespan of their divine rulers.

They were powerhouses with far more experience than even the oldest of Marked ones, not priests blinded by awe and respect.

“It is the will of the divine, so we will check,” another voice rumbled out.

It was Tesfohl, Warbringer.

The commander of Inné’s armed forces was equal to Joste in every way, from his strength to his dominance over the church. When he spoke, the others quietened, their respect for his words clear.

As one, they came to an agreement and set out toward my cell, with only Joste and Morehlys staying behind.

“They are coming,” Kyle said. “Prepare yourself, junior.”

Agni cooed softly as the first of the cardinals, Jik, approached. I knew little about his powers, but from what I’d read he had a wind and water attunement much like Kyle did. And, like the other cardinals, he wielded secrets and magics within those domains that would make a gold mask feel like a novice.

Joste is their strongest magician. I hope. Which means we should be fine.

I wasn’t sure if that was confidence speaking or the faint hope of coping with my inevitable discovery.

“We shall go first,” Cardinals Jik and Maci stated in unison.

Jik’s eyes fell onto the cell, and I gasped as I was plunged into water. the depths of the ocean swirled around me, choking me with their presence as beings long forgotten slumbered around me.

Is this real? Is it false? What is this?

My questions went unanswered as I fell deeper into the water, the cell around me disappearing. I could sense presences here. Giant creatures whose backs could hold continents. Formations of limbs that didn’t conform to the natural laws. Elegant beings whose visages resembled deities. Souls and spirits incarnate. They were strange things that didn’t conform to my rules of reality, and their magic was alien to my senses.

I had a feeling that what I was seeing wasn’t an ocean, but an overlapping reality that was normally hidden to me, much like mana had once been. All around me were beings unfathomable and ancient, laying out of sight of the physical and occupying this strange realm that overlapped our own.

And still, none could compare to the Crijik.

A faint whisper tickled my ear, speaking of my death as it followed cardinal Maci’s footsteps, her magic joining Jik’s as they examined the cell.

When she arrived next to Jik, the creatures stirred.

Their powers are killing me. But it’s not intended. That’s just because I’m in their presence.

I could feel my attunements rumbling as my life was threatened, but I stopped it from acting. I had survived much worse, and I would survive this. All I had to do was stand still.

[Is there something there?]

Again, a faint whisper tickled my ear, accompanied by a System notification. One of the creatures in the depths of the ocean had stirred and a single slit opened to reveal an orange eye the size of a building. Its body was obscured by the murky waters, but when it disturbed the surroundings, I realized I was only seeing a small part of the whole.

Whatever was looking at me was the size of a city, and it was one of the weaker beings that cardinal Jik’s magic revealed.

[Hmm.]

There was a pause as the eye closed, and the being fell back into their slumber. The cell returned around me, and I coughed up a spatter of water into my palms. It was salty.

The rune covered my presence. Just barely. But what just happened? I-I don’t think I can remember what those things looked like.

I blinked in surprise as the final cardinal, Itui, walked back. Whatever methods they had used were beyond my comprehension, and my [Mana Sense] hadn’t picked up on any of them before it was overwhelmed.

Itui, The Lance of Sarrah, stepped up, but as his eyes swept over the cell, I didn’t feel any magic stirring.

Then he stepped back, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“I trust in your thorough searches. I have nothing new to offer in comparison to your talents,” Tesfohl, Warbringer, said. “So, I will take a different approach.”

Tesfohl removed the crystalline halberd from his back, a pulsating orange gem in its pommel sending flames throughout its form, and my heartbeat quickened.

He wouldn’t.

The cardinal gripped the hilt tight, and Agni shivered.

He would.

With a mighty sweep of his weapon Tesfohl’s aura spread out across the air. It wasn’t uniform, coming in waves and searching the area section by section, but it was so thorough that all of the furniture was instantly destroyed.

When he was done, he stepped back with a frown of disappointment.

“This area is clear.”
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Cardinal Tesfohl scanned the cell, the corners of his eyes creasing as his frown deepened. There was an intelligence to his presence that contradicted his appearance. His actions were brutish and barbaric, but that didn’t mean they weren’t calculated.

The man known as Warbringer rarely acted in a way that was irrational.

“If this cell hadn’t been clear, you’d have slain a Marked one,” Cardinal Itui’s voice was glacial.

Tesfohl’s expression reflected his disinterest. “War does not differentiate between rank and status.”

He returned to the others but glanced back at the destroyed cell. What he didn’t see was me, trembling with my back pressed against the wall to the side.

Not a single cut touched my body.

“I can’t believe that worked,” my voice was a hoarse whisper.

The [Heart-Silver] spear was grasped tightly in my hand, and the metal badge containing Oubliez’s symbol was under my feet. I had used them both to lift me into the air and then move to avoid Tesfohl’s attacks as they had come. While Inné’s strikes were too fast to avoid, Tesfohl’s were stronger but slower.

What was more terrifying was that his aura had spread out over his person as well. He had taken his own strikes without taking a single cut in return.

Which meant he was just as tough as he was deadly.

He’s still frowning. Did he sense the air in the room shifting? No. I kept the wind mana silent, and it knew not to move as I did. Surely, he couldn’t tell just from the miniscule amounts of wind that snuck past their control and the impact of Oubliez’s rune.

I was reminded of Amanda’s discovery of Oubliez through the one area the monster’s rune couldn’t obscure. Airflow.

But then Tesfohl stepped back, and my worries died down.

Agni ducked closer to my scalp as we landed back down on the ground. Tesfohl’s strikes had been so precise that not a single cut lined the walls, the regents going unharmed.

Swish.

The space above me crackled as Tesfohl’s halberd stabbed into it, the crystalline flames licking at the retreating air. A single ember landed next to my foot, and I saw that the tip of the weapon was stabbing the exact space my head had occupied only seconds ago.

I froze.

That attack had been far, far faster than the strikes that had come before it.

“Interesting,” Tesfohl said.

He removed his halberd with a swift movement, and I saw that his bronze armor was gleaming with the light of aura and activated runes.

“It is secure,” Tesfohl stated. “They have escaped.”

Inné’s gray aura stirred at the cardinal’s statement.

“Honored divine, we must prepare for the repercussions of your actions,” Joste’s voice was calm, and resolute. “The Crijik will have gone back to his church, and we must act now to avoid a war.”

“Very well,” Inné replied. “The ascension is the priority.”

His expression was dire, but his tone was controlled. Above all he remained the ruler of his church.

The cardinals bowed low, accepting his words completely.

“Your will shall be enacted,” the cardinals said in unison.

Inné sheathed his sword, and his aura retreated. “Then go, for your church needs you.”

With those words the cardinals exited the corridor. I had been most concerned when Tesfohl and Joste had arrived, but now I couldn’t help but watch Jik and Maci as they disappeared from my sight.

I never wanted to encounter those two again.

Inné took one final look at the cell and his expression shifted into one of disgust. The paladins and magicians who had failed to stop my escape shivered, but he didn’t take out his anger on them. Instead, he gestured for them to stay.

“We will bring in others to investigate,” Inné said. “Wait here for them.”

Despite his words, I could tell that he wasn’t convinced they’d find anything. Otherwise, he would have kept the cardinals here. The reinforcements would just be a formality.

Just as I’d expected, Inné walked away a moment later.

He nodded at two people as he left, and I saw with a jolt that cardinal Tesfohl had stayed behind. He was facing away from the cell, but Inné hadn’t completely foregone his suspicions, and the cardinal was following his intuition.

Tesfohl is too cautious. I thought that last strike would be the end of my second life. I wonder what Kyle did to avoid it. Oh Fue, I forgot about Kyle!

Kyle…

…was totally fine.

He gave me a friendly wave as my panicked expression met his calm gaze. My fellow Marked one hadn’t moved, but he also hadn’t been struck. His blood red eyes gleamed dangerously as he switched his gaze to Tesfohl, but the cardinal didn’t notice.

“So, our fellow divine has left. That just leaves us,” Kyle said, stepping forward and placing himself in the middle of the destroyed cell. “And the next step of your plan.”

“Wait, no, how are you doing all this?” I waved my hand around us. “There’s too much chaos here. More than I’ve ever seen before.”

Kyle pushed his fingers together and the chaos subsided. “As I said during your Descent, we are at a crossroads. Chaos is gathering in multitudes, birthed by your existence.”

“A crossroads of what?” I asked.

“I do not know. A decision, or an action. One that will influence the entire world. By calling me here you have altered something, and so I grow stronger.” Kyle flashed his teeth at me, his crimson eyes glowing bright. “Tell me what you wish for, and I shall grant it. So declares Artus, divine of chaos.”

My muscles seized at power in his voice, and Agni trembled. Kyle’s words weren’t idle banter. They were a declaration.

He could fight off the other Marked.

He could help me escape.

He could⁠—

“If we’re at a crossroads, which means that the other choice is equally possible, doesn’t it?” I asked.

Kyle paused, his eyes resting on my own, and I saw a flash of annoyance. “Fue has gotten to you, has she?”

“No. I just want to weigh my options,” I said. “Not all of us want to plunge the world into chaos.”

“A pity,” Kyle said.

He refused to elaborate further, so I took the chance.

“To make a decision, I need to know what the problem I’m trying to solve is,” I continued. “What do you think, senior?”

Kyle’s mouth twitched, and he tilted his head toward me in acknowledgement. “Inné’s ascension. I can see no other cause. You have the choice of whether to free whatever that thing is downstairs that’s repressing my divine mana or let Inné ascend. Both of us know there is no guarantee that the ascension will succeed, and that the freed being may cause more harm than good. The choice that will lead to chaos is a mystery, even to me.”

Those are the same options the Phoenix showed me in its visions. And I know how those ended. Poorly. But things are already changing. So, I made the right choice there.

“No matter what, you will need to conjure a portal,” I said. “Either to lead me to the Phoenix, or to send me to my church.”

Of course, there’s no guarantee he won’t just throw me wherever he wants.

I shoved that thought out of my mind. Logically, the Marked one of Artus should be the least trustworthy person in the world, but I trusted Kyle, the person behind the mask of divinity.

“You’re correct. However, the moment I make a portal is the point of no return,” Kyle warned.

“I know,” I said. “They will sense us, and Inné will come for us. This cannot be done with half measures.”

“But we could try.” Kyle’s eyes twinkled.

“Gee, you’re such a good mentor,” I replied dryly. “I don’t want to fight Tesfohl. Should we try to sneak past him?”

“That won’t work.” A catch in Kyle’s voice caught my attention. “It has to be here.”

“Here? Why?” A stray wave of chaos washed over me, and I frowned. “Is it because of the chaos gathered in this cell?”

“Something like that.” Kyle shook his head, and chaos gathered in his palms. “Allow this senior to explain. Chaos is not so easily tamed, and there is no nexus world to guide your path through the channels of its madness. Shape your will with your destination in mind, whether that be the church of the Crijik, or elsewhere, and it will arrive there. Physical and immaterial barriers will not stop it. Not when I’m as powerful as I am now.

But make sure your choice is crystal clear. If your mind wavers as you enter the portal, well, let’s just say that it would be kinder for me to plunge you into the depths of chaos beforehand,” Kyle confirmed. “That way you can at least be riddled with madness when you experience the unimaginable horrors of unguided reality.”

The chaos portals are shaped by the will of the user. That must be how the church of Artus entered the Burning Lake.

“Wherever I want to go, the portal will take me there,” I murmured. One leads to chaos. Another to order. More options will be present, of course, but I can only choose the one I feel is right.

A puff of flames swept over me, with Agni being careful to keep her magic within the confines of Oubliez’s symbol.

Choose what you will. She chirped softly. We could come back with Gerial. With an army. With Amanda. The Phoenix will still be here.

“Yeah, guarded by a Marked one that will be expecting us, and the forces of his entire church. Not to mention the entrance to the Phoenix’s realm is under a mountain with a fortress attached to it,” I replied.

There was one other issue, and it was a big one.

“I’m not sure we can even enter the Phoenix’s realm, but this might be our only chance to try it. We would be alone with them, however, since [Celestial Convergence] won’t work in the presence of the Phoenix.”

Their guards are down. The time to strike is now, Agni agreed. My life. I saw the visions. But it might not be safe. No. It will not be safe. The Phoenix cannot be saved without a plan. What will we do once we are there?

Agni’s chirps grew flustered, and I glanced at the paladins and cardinal Tesfohl, looking for signs that they had heard her, but none had. Kyle glanced at Agni curiously. I don’t think he knew what she was saying. Not fully.

There was a moment of silence as I plunged deep into thought.

I could run and hide. Straight to Gerial. Straight to safety. And if we didn’t save the Phoenix, it wouldn’t matter.

Agni would die. My grandfather would die.

But I would live.

I think I have a plan. I chuckled to myself. And so far, they’ve worked out. Sort of.

“Hurry,” Kyle’s voice broke through my thoughts. “We have to hurry.”

There was an urgency to his tone that birthed a ripple of worry. His eyes were growing tired, and his shoulders were slumped, with fatigue clear and present as his arms lay at the side of his dark red tunic.

The use of so much magic must have taken it out of him.

“Make your portal,” I said. “And prepare to fight.”

“Funny, I thought only I could give orders to chaos.” Kyle’s eyes blazed with magic, his attitude once again light and hearty. “Very well, here’s a survival tip from your senior. Make your decision before the chaos consumes you. [Chaos Manipulation]. [Chaotic Convergence].”

The chaos in the air shivered and wriggled in uncanny ways as Kyle’s spell formed, taking on physical forms and warped the [Heart-Silver] badge I’d placed on him, destroying Oubliez’s symbol immediately. Several shouts rose into the air, as the paladins and magicians spotted him, but it was the reaction of the person at the end of the corridor that worried me the most.

A radiant glow erupted from cardinal Tesfohl’s halberd, the cardinal’s eyes filled with fervent vindication.

Unfortunately for him, I was already prepared for this fight.

“[Metal Shield]. [Metal Spear].”

Tesfohl disappeared as the ground underneath him erupted into a flurry of silver spears and metal sheets. They had neglected to remove the silver I’d used during the last fight, and the cardinal had stepped right on top of them.

I heard his shout and saw several lines appear within the silver shields, but I ignored them.

“[Earth Creation].”

Stone pillars erupted around us, blocking the paladin’s view of us. Then they exploded into dust as one of the paladins ripped apart the stone with his bare hand. He was met with a silver blade as the remains of my [Heart-Silver] spear sped into his face, causing him to jump back and defend himself.

“Now, think!” Kyle shouted.

Okay. Think. Where I want to go. Imagine it. Don’t imagine the consequences of falling into infinite chaos because you couldn’t imagine the right place.

Several lines of connection magic wove through the air toward me, and I could feel their intentions to freeze me in place, but as they tapped my side another force echoed out across the cell.

Think. Think. THINK.

A wave of crimson energy washed over me as Kyle’s magic tore through reality, and I heard a gasp of pain from him. I looked over to him sharply, but he’d already been consumed by the wave of chaos, sent over to the place that I had imagined. Or he’d plunged into the depths of a force so primal and devastating that it would annihilate even a Marked one with ease.

Several lines of aura whipped through the stone pillars and Tesfohl’s halberd stabbed toward me.

“[Metal Manipulation]. [Metal Spear].”

A wave of silver from both the corridor and my inventory shot at the cardinal, intercepting his attack and buying me a single second of time before the metal was obliterated, cut to pieces by a strike too powerful to measure.

That second of time was all I needed to escape. The chaos consumed me, and I closed my eyes, unable to bear witness to the madness of that which I traversed.

No going back now.

[image: ]


A void of darkness was spread out before me, so vast and endless that I wondered if I had entered an entirely new universe. Underneath my feet was a sea of nothingness that held infinite possibilities yet to be realized, a path of infinity, and an abyss devoid of all. Above me a hundred thousand stars danced across the sky, like they did every night, but this time I didn’t walk across a dream.

With each new footfall I could see the shattered reality of this realm more clearly. The stars were dim, and cracked, their flames pitiful and fading. Within the depths of the void I could feel emptiness, the possibilities once there were no longer present.

As I stepped forward my footsteps caused a rippling wave along the path of infinity. New life was breathed into the stars. New possibilities cascaded into each other, clashing chaotically. The entire realm was taking a breath and holding it, waiting for the chance to regain its former glory.

The future that had remained uncertain in my dreams was solidifying, and it was my decision that had made it happen.

Each possibility eventually overlapped with the ruler of the realm.

They were near me, and they were distant. They were familiar, yet strange.

When they felt my presence, they simply watched. For the first time in a thousand years someone new walked over the expanse of infinity, and the stars brightened in my presence. A brilliant golden flame met my sight, and two wings unfurled, growing ever larger as they sought to overwhelm everything around them.

With its movements came a presence so overwhelming that I was forced to my knees. The divine mana within me trembled, and then rose into the air. Before, it had been afraid to leave for fear of retribution. Now, it knew that if it did not protect me, I would die.

For I was in the presence of a being so strong that the divines could not kill it and had been forced to chain it instead.

The Phoenix.

Once again, I saw the chains that bound it, but now I could feel their true forms. Chaos rippled across the void, shrieking soundlessly into my mind as it was forced into the shape of chains by a will far more powerful than it could fight. The will of a divine.

Where the chaos had finally broken loose, new chains gray in color and sharp as blades dug into the Phoenix’s body, preventing any movements. They were the chains of Inné, formed by his divine mana as he plunged it into the Phoenix’s realm every day.

The amount of divine mana required to form even the smallest of links was astronomical. It could only be given by a person that had been Marked from birth, and never stopped activating his mark.

“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

I turned around quickly as the sound of Kyle’s voice tickled my ears. The Marked one of Artus was standing beside me, his hands laying limp at his sides.

His expression was a mask of pain, and I couldn’t figure out why.

Did the chaos magic harm him with its usage? Just like how [Celestial Convergence] causes me pain?

“This is the Phoenix, guardian of the old world,” I said. “One of four, and the only survivor.”

“I was talking about the chains.” Kyle smirked.

A ruffling of my hair and a sharp tweet caused a smile to break out over my features as Agni rose from my head and glared at Kyle.

Chains of chaos. I see them now. Could not see them before, Agni chirped angrily. Your chaos. Your chains. Release the Phoenix now!

I could feel Agni’s mana rippling above me, ready to strike Kyle down at the slightest provocation. Her feathers were tense, and her flames had a hint of golden light, empowered in the presence of the Phoenix that had birthed her bloodline.

She’ll strike him down before he gets a chance to help us.

“Wait, Agni. Kyle, she has a point, those chains are made of chaos,” I said. “Can you release the Phoenix?”

“I’m afraid that won’t be happening,” Kyle said, his voice resolute. “Not because I won’t, but because I can’t.”

My fingers curled into fists, and a warning marked my gaze. This would be a terrible time for a betrayal.

It would also be the perfect time for him to strike me down.

“What do you mean? Wait, what— Kyle!”

My caution was replaced by alarm as Kyle fell to the ground, his arms and legs limp. A thin line of red appeared on his chest, covered by his tunic at first, but quickly grew into a dozen different cuts.

Thin lines of blood exited the wounds, seeping down his clothes and merging with the dark crimson of his pants. His teal hair fell in clumps, drifting off into the void.

Without warning, Kyle plummeted, his magic no longer keeping him afloat.

“[Earth Creation].”

A mountain of dirt appeared underneath Kyle, catching him and raising him up to my feet. He chuckled weakly as I knelt by his side, and as I focused on the injuries, I saw that my fellow Marked one was being held together by a mass of chaos, closing dozens of wounds that had suddenly sprouted across his body.

Each of them was deep enough to be fatal.

Horror sprouted within me, quickly tearing apart any other emotions I felt. “You were hit by Tesfohl’s first attack.”

Kyle coughed weakly, and dark blood fled his throat. “Yes. I’m afraid I haven’t been as unscathed as it appeared. As you said, a cardinal’s strike is a wonderful reminder of a Marked one’s mortality,” Kyle said, his wry smile pained. “But I did a wonderful job of faking it until we made it.”

“Why?”

“For chaos, and to get you here.” Kyle’s eyes scanned the infinite expanse before him.

“Is this the choice that plunges the world into chaos, then?” I asked.

Another wound opened up, the chaos magic quickly weakening. “I can’t know that. I can only hope it is. For my sake, of course, not the world’s. Oh, don’t look at me like that.”

Kyle’s lips curled into a frown, and I wondered what expression he could see on my face. Horror was there, as well as anger, but I could see my face in the mirror of his blood-red eyes, and more than anything else there was sadness there.

“I’m still your senior, and I won’t be pitied. I may not have your resources, or even a church, but I have my methods of survival.” Kyle clapped his hands weakly, and I saw chaos gathering in his palms, pitifully small compared to the ocean he’d wielded only moments before. “I have fulfilled my end of the call, even if I can’t be sure that you’ve made the decision that benefits me best.” Kyle’s skin was growing pale. “But I am not done yet. Not while your future is still uncertain. You are the greatest source of chaos, but I never said you were the only one. Allow me one more whim, so that I can try and stack the odds.”

Before I could reply, Kyle waved his hand and a new tear appeared, smaller than the others and wavering dangerously.

“What have you done?” I asked.

I had spent a month planning for this moment. There was no room for error or variables.

Chaos had other ideas.

Kyle’s smirk widened, his dark red eyes beaming with joy.

“I rolled the dice, and hopefully they explode in your favor. Goodbye for now, Andross. Survive, so that you can bring more chaos into the world, and live because I’m having a lot of fun now that you’re around.”

His last words were spoken in a pained whisper, and as they exited his lips Kyle’s bloodied form fell back into the portal. His eyes glazing over were the last thing I saw as the chaos absorbed his form, but I trusted in his words.

The Marked one of Artus would not fall here. Not today.

I had to believe it to stand up again.

“Kyle, what did you do?” I asked.

In front of me was Kyle’s final parting gift, the last tear of chaos in the void, leading to places unknown. I could feel mana through it, and yet it was faint. The portal was unstable and would collapse at any moment.

I do not know. But I sense something familiar there. It is obscured by chaos but getting closer, Agni replied. I feel warmth. And love. And family.

Agni’s flames glowed bright with excitement as the presence grew stronger, and I heard voices rippling out from the chaos.

“Are you sure we can trust his words? He’s a Marked one. Is this wise?” A voice drifted through the tear.

“Probably not, but sometimes [Wisdom] has to take a backdoor to emotions. I want to believe in his words, and so I will take the risk,” another replied.

“Then, let’s go already! Come on, come on, come on!” a third encouraged them. “I can feel a connection through here.”

Yes. Hurry! a bird chirped alongside them.

Four shadows crossed through the chaos. Each one was a person, save one who was much smaller, unformed and rippling crimson, but as they came closer reality took hold once again, and the chaos fled as creation shooed it away.

When the last person crossed the threshold, the chaos tear dissipated, but it didn’t leave empty space behind. Standing where Kyle had been was a very confused red-haired girl, a curious muscular boy, a blonde girl rippling with excitement, and a very large puffer who flapped his wings with delight.

Amanda, William, Roxxy, and Gold stood before me.

Before anyone could react, Gold darted through the air, landing on my shoulder and nestling his cheeks against mine, chirping happily in a symphony of joy.

Amanda’s eyes widened with shock, and she froze, uncertainty crossing her features. “Andross? Agni! Holy Fue, Artus was telling the truth!”

I smiled, cursing Kyle in my heart, but also thanking him at the same time. I’m so glad the cardinals weren’t lying. They really did get out alive, and unhurt.

“Hi guys, long time no see.”
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Amanda let out a sharp shout, her hair aflame as she swept me into a hug, much to Gold’s annoyance, as he was instantly squashed by her right arm. Feathers and flames mixed to form a warm gesture, and I felt my tension ease as I returned the hug.

“I’ll be joining in, too.” A strong push weighed on me as William added his force to the hug.

Then Roxxy hopped up behind Amanda and wrapped her arms around us, and I started to feel like they were squeezing the life out of me. A faint shiver in my spine confirmed my suspicions, and I let out a wheezing cough as the last of my breath escaped my lungs.

“You’re. Killing. Me.” I gasped.

“Oops, sorry.” William pulled back.

Amanda and Roxxy quickly followed, and I scratched Gold’s neck, listening to his happy coos.

“You’re both alive! And not dead!” Amanda beamed.

“Both of those are equally correct,” I replied. “Agni, do you have something to say?”

I missed you, Agni said. All of you.

Bright golden flames erupted from my head as Agni jumped off of me and nestled onto Amanda’s hair, singing a song of delight as she sheltered herself among the flaming strands of hair.

“I do hate to cut this reunion short.” William raked his fingers through his hair nervously as Roxxy glared at him. “I really do. But this is the best time to consolidate information. Andross, you were captured by a Marked one. An entire church. How did you escape, and how did that lead to us being guided here?”

“A lot’s happened, and I’m afraid we’re in a bit of a sticky situation,” I said. “I have no idea what’s happened with you guys. All I heard was rumbling. Is there a war going on outside?”

“All talks of war have been called off. Which is strange, as I was one of the people being consulted but apparently the biggest decision was made promptly.” William peered at me, as though trying to discern secrets not yet uncovered. “Gerial sent me a text only minutes ago saying he’d done it, and he wouldn’t explain why. But now I believe I see the reason. You attuned to wind and communicated with him to stop it.”

“YOU DID WHAT?”

I winced as Roxxy’s voice crashed into my ears.

“He attuned to wind,” William repeated. “Recently, I believe. I suppose you used the branch somehow?”

“I hid it in my [Heart-Silver] and covered both with Oubliez’s unique rune.” I smiled. “It was how I got a message to Gerial and Kyle.”

“The Marked one of Artus.” Amanda pursed her lips. “I remember him.”

“He’s not that bad.” I paused. “I hope. Wait, let me start from the beginning. First of all, you’ll notice that we’re not in a prison cell.”

I gestured for my friends to take a seat, and they jolted as they realized that there was nothing but empty space underneath them, and around them, and above them. I was keeping them afloat with my conjured stone. William was calm, his gaze calculating as he examined the empty expanse. His eyes widened slightly as he spotted the Phoenix, but the mighty being simply stared quietly at the group.

Gold edged closer to me as he spotted the giant bird, and then looked down at his stomach, his features taking on the bird equivalent of a frown.

“Agni, why aren’t you that big?” Amanda asked.

I eat less, Agni replied. Need more treats.

There was a pause as the newcomers took in the scenery, and I could sense the awe within them. I had experienced this vision a hundred times in the months since my coma, but they were all gazing upon the wonders of infinity for the first time.

Even then, a tremor of amazement ran across my arms, and I wondered how many places like this were hidden within the rifts all across Ioa.

“So, I was captured,” I said, my friends turning to face me as I broke the silence. “Let’s go from there.”

‘There’ turned out to be a much longer beginning, middle, and end than I was expecting. Far, far longer. So much had happened in the past few days, and yet more needed to be explained, but my friends sat back, and listened intently, their jaws clenching, their torsos swaying, and their eyes firmly locked on the picture I was painting them.

Roxxy sat in a daze. She had propped herself up with a stream of water, crossing her legs in a meditative position as she took in my story and words.

“Wind, earth, water, fire, and metal.” Her eyes glazed over. “When did you go and get such a head start on all of us? And those prisoners. I had no idea.”

“Your grandfather…” Amanda whispered. “And so many more.”

“We were never told of this,” William affirmed.

“It wasn’t something that Inné would have told you,” I confirmed. “My grandfather and the others need to be here. The Phoenix is connected to them, and if they move, the Phoenix will move with them. Inné fears that his only chance of ascension will be lost.”

“But the Phoenix showed you a vision and said that they would attend the ascension no matter what,” Roxxy pointed out. “Does that mean any attempt to free them fails, or does it mean that Inné is wrong, and the Phoenix would stay either way.”

“It doesn’t matter, since allowing the ascension to happen will…” Amanda trailed off, and reached up to Agni, lowering the little Phoenix into her hands and cupping her gently in a hug.

It’ll lead to the deaths of Agni, my grandfather, and the rest of the prisoners.

Roxxy nodded. “We can’t let the ascension happen.”

“That is wrong,” William interjected. “We simply cannot allow the Phoenix to perish. The ascension is of no consequence to the outcome, save for being the catalyst for the Phoenix’s death.”

“I agree,” I said, startling Amanda, who was mid-protest. “The reason I chose to come here was to try and free the Phoenix before the ascension. If that proves impossible, I want to intercept Inné when he steps inside this realm. He has to enter it for the ascension, though I never found out why.”

Sounds smart. Gold chirped. Phoenix survive. Andross survive. Everybody wins.

“We should tell Gerial about all this,” Roxxy interjected. “He needs to know, and so does the church of the Crijik. If they find out that you were ambushed on purpose, then they can use that against Inné and his church.”

“Roxxy is right,” William agreed, much to Roxxy’s satisfaction.

“How? I can’t use [Celestial Convergence] in this realm,” I said.

“Your inventory is no longer inaccessible, and you still have a texting regent,” William said. “So, send him a text.”

A sharp slap resounded as I smacked my forehead. “I completely forgot about that.”

“Then the first thing we should check is our supplies, to make sure we haven’t missed anything else.” William chuckled as I took my hand away. “Also, you left a big red mark on your head.”

I shook my hand as the pain of the slap reached it, and then opened my inventory, scouring its insides.

There was a lot more inside of it than I remembered.

My branch and the bottle of time mana had been the most valuable things I’d owned, but I brought out several twigs and scattered them on the stone. Gold hopped off my shoulder and immediately started carving runes into them, chirping happily as he worked, and there were dozens of extra twigs waiting for him when he finished with those.

I also brought out a spare wooden table that I then placed beside me, wondering if Gold could turn it into a regent.

That’s one extra weapon we’ll have. I nodded. There’s also my supply of water, and a lot of stone. And there’s wind mana here, I can see it all around us. Which is probably why we can breathe, but it also raises the question of where we are if we’re not in space.

My [Heart-Silver] remained unscathed, and it floated beside me, whole again. It was once more in the shape of a spear because I had discarded all semblance of illusion when striking at Tesfohl to hold him back.

“Unfortunately, I used all of my fire and silver fighting Inné and his cardinals.” I frowned.

“I have spare silver,” William said, looking down sheepishly. “My father wasn’t joking when he said he’d gift you a mountain of it.”

“And I can make fire for both of us to use.” Amanda tapped the air, and a small bead of fire mana appeared. “A few months is more than enough time to prepare.”

“I have two weeks’ worth of food,” Roxxy’s expression was strained. “And a lot of water. At least we won’t get thirsty.”

“One month of food, for me.” Amanda smiled bitterly. “Being chased out of my mansion in Koshima was a bitter lesson to always have food when I need it.”

“There’s at least three years’ worth in my inventory,” William said. “Maybe more, if we use it sparingly.”

“You carry around three years’ worth of food everywhere you go?” Roxxy stared at him.

“No, I packed twelve years’ worth of food, but we have several mouths to feed, including two birds,”

“Actually, Agni doesn’t eat. She just exists. Though she does like treats,” I said. “And um, I don’t think I have to either.”

It was the other’s turn to stare at me, and I shifted uncomfortably atop my conjured stone. I hadn’t actually tested this during my imprisonment, but the amount of food I’d eaten hadn’t been enough to fill me up. The guards would have given me more, if I’d asked, but the truth was I hadn’t felt hungry at all.

I suspected my ocean of divine mana had something to do with that. Either that or [Mana Vitality], which used my mana to protect me from harm. Hunger was likely included in that definition, which meant that my mana was staving off my hunger by supplying vitality to my body.

In other words, as long as I had mana, I would be full forever.

And my mark brings me back to peak physical condition each day, even increasing it. I must look like I’m seventeen or eighteen right now.

“You told me once that at a certain point magician’s stop needing to eat.” I pointed at Amanda. “Well, I guess I reached that point. But if it makes you feel better once it’s split up between us I have around three years’ of meals in my inventory, too.”

Gold nodded in agreement, clearly happy that his meals would be numerous and big.

“Why?” Amanda asked. “One of you I can understand. Especially William, since it’s technically the wise thing to do, but you, too, Andross?”

“We have our reasons,” William said, a slight tension entering his voice.

I nodded but didn’t elaborate, despite the two girl’s curious gazes. Amanda and Roxxy hadn’t been there when William and I were kidnapped by Eli, the rogue gold-mask magician, but the repercussions of that time still affected us today.

Some consequences were minor, such as William and I always carrying an emergency supply of food in our inventories that could last us years of imprisonment. Other consequences had larger effects. Part of the reason why I’d wanted to help the Phoenix was because I knew what it was like to be in chains.

“It’s a secret.” I put a finger to my lips.

Roxxy smacked me gently in the shoulder in response.

“Ugh, boys,” she rolled her eyes. “You guys wouldn’t believe what I saw in his memories, he— OW!”

Roxxy yelped and grabbed her shoulder, turning to face me with a sharp glare. What she found instead was me looking off into the distance and pointing at something beyond the veil of the void.

“Woah, look at that thing up there.” I widened my eyes dramatically. “It just came right up to you and attacked you.”

“I saw it, too,” William added. “Dug right into your shoulder.”

“They’re lying, Andross pinched you,” Amanda said.

Amanda is right. Andross liar. Gold chirped.

Lying like a liar, Agni concurred.

Roxxy smacked my side. “I knew it!”

I chuckled, and the chuckle soon turned into laughter as the rest of the group joined in. Our tension was easing away, replaced by relaxation and familiarity as we found our usual rhythm. It was peaceful, and even in an infinite void we felt relaxed knowing that we were among friends once again.

After a few minutes of planning out our meals, we sat back and devised a plan.

Our plan was simple.

We would write out a message of instructions, double checked by William, and then I’d send it to Gerial and the church, informing them of our situation.

“Will they sense the connection between regents being formed?” I asked.

“It doesn’t work like that.” Roxxy shrugged. “If it did, people could intercept the messages. Connections do form, but they’re the kind that form between runes, and magicians have no authority over that.”

“What about a portal?” Amanda asked. “I know the nexus wouldn’t have a connection here, but maybe they can use us as a guiding beacon.”

William shook his head and Amanda sighed. I could tell from the way her hair dimmed that she’d known it would be a long shot.

“We would need a magician attuned to the spatial element to form a portal where the nexus hasn’t reached,” William confirmed. “Even then, there would be no guarantee of conjuring a portal inside a rift realm. There is a reason that most travel to rifts is done through the nexus, and why sanctuaries like the Burning Lake are able to stave off teleportation. Rifts are naturally resistant to portals forming by virtue of being disconnected with the normal world.”

“I’ve received a lot of firsthand experience with the cardinals of Inné, and there are things out there that I hadn’t even begun to think about, let alone master. Maybe the church can find a way to reach us. It’s better than nothing.”

“Absolutely.” Roxxy beamed. “By the way, what’s that?”

She pointed toward the void behind me, and I followed her gaze, my stomach churning as I felt something enter the abyss from above.

A splash of gold greeted me, thousands of motes of light spreading out over my vision. They were dimmer than I was used to, their authority stifled by the Phoenix’s presence, but their majesty was no less diminished.

It was divine mana.


44 CONNECTIONS SHOULDN’T BE FORCED DOWN YOUR THROAT. THAT’S WHAT CAKE IS FOR


Tension flowed through my body as I saw Inné’s mana floating through the void. Each one whispered the orders that their companion, Inné, had given them. I shivered as their thoughts washed over me, and I could only watch as they herded across the stars and made their way toward the Phoenix with resolute purpose.

Battle.

Capture.

Annihilate.

I paused as the implications of their intentions hit me, and I could see my friend’s expressions shifting from fascination to dread as they recognized the motes for what they were.

“That’s divine mana,” I said. “Inné is attacking the Phoenix through the rift.”

Do we stop them? Eat them? Gold chirped a question.

My first thought was agreement, and I raised my hand to stop the divine mana. A burst of cold stopped me as William’s sword tapped against my shoulder. He’d thrown it by the hilt, making sure to disrupt me in a way that wouldn’t hurt.

“I really want you to, but that’s not a good idea,” William said.

But why? Gold asked.

I lowered my hand and scratched the puffer’s feathers comfortingly. “I get it. Nobody knows we’re here.”

William nodded. “Exactly. I’m guessing the Phoenix is disrupting their senses from entering the realm. Interfering with Inné’s mana is the only way they can find out we’re here.”

“Why doesn’t it feel like I’m in front of a divine?” Roxxy asked. “Yours usually tries to push me down even when you’re not trying.”

“The Phoenix’s presence is nullifying the presence of the divines,” William deduced. “I know you mentioned it in your story, Andross, but seeing it in person is completely different.”

I know what they mean. Feeling the mana within me growing quiet was even stranger.

“They can’t be completely null,” Amanda interjected.

She gazed upon the motes as they reached Phoenix, and winced as the first struck its feathers, colliding with the guardian and causing it to cry out. The mote was tiny compared to the Phoenix, but its power was no less dull just because its presence was diminished.

What’s happening? Agni chirped. Doesn’t the divine mana make chains? They shouldn’t be hurting it.

Agni right. Gold nodded. Divine mana in chains. Not in body.

Their confusions went unanswered as more of the gold mana dove into the Phoenix, striking at it and tearing it apart. Its cry illuminated the void, accompanied by a mass of golden flames, but the chains that bound it kept it from being able to move away or fight back.

Amanda gasped, and my knuckles turned pale as I clenched my fingers into fists.

Now I knew why the Phoenix was in agony.

Inné had never been forming chains with his mana. He had been filling the Phoenix with it. It was the same process that dozens of Marked ones had tried in order to survive the ascension, but unlike the humans and animals that they had filled with mana, the Phoenix wasn’t dying. It was healing.

Hours passed and more divine mana struck down from the entrance of the rift. I gained a vague sense of just how much mana Inné had accumulated over the years. It was far, far, more than my own, but the difference wasn’t as wide as I expected. My mark activating automatically each day was a huge advantage, and the 10% boost I’d received from my System class was unique to me.

We have seven months left until Inné’s ascension. Which means the gap between us will grow even smaller.

“How much mana does he have?” Roxxy finally asked. “Is he just going to keep doing this until he’s empty?”

“This much mana can’t be used in one day, even if he’s releasing it all into a vessel, and I doubt his mana regeneration is allowing him to get it low enough to activate the mark.” I replied. “He was demanding that I tell him how I was activating my mark, and now I know why. But I can’t see why he’s using this method to get rid of his mana. It’s inefficient.”

With multiple elements, flying through the air while weaving them together gets me down to a third of my mana in a matter of hours. I can only imagine that it’s the same for Inné. Maybe even more so, given the time he’s had over me to attune to different ones.

“Inné doesn’t know magic,” William suddenly interrupted, his voice wavering with realization.

We fell quiet and looked at him.

William continued, his eyes glued onto the stream of divine mana. “He told you that he activates his mark every five days, but I doubt he can do even that. It doesn’t make sense with what we’ve seen and what you’ve told me. Divine mana can only be used up through spells or by dispelling it, but we can clearly see that the second method isn’t working, which means that he should be using the first. Instead, he continues to dispel mana into the rift.”

“Inné could be testing how much divine mana the Phoenix’s body can hold,” Roxxy pointed out.

“He’s had months to do that,” William replied. “No. We will need to continue watching, but I suspect that Inné knows no magic. He uses his aura to fight because he has to, and while it is powerful, its weakness is that it can only be infused with divine mana in small portions and doesn’t use up mana like a spell does.”

Hard to fight. Gold said. Impossible to run out of power.

“And as a result, it’s also impossible for him to activate his mark easily,” I said.

Amanda and Agni were quiet by my side, and I glanced at them. The Phoenix’s pain was difficult to watch, but for them it was personal. They were watching a vital piece of them being injured.

The Phoenix to them was a family member, and a friend.

“Can we help them?” I asked.

Amanda shook her head, and I sighed. Frustration exited my breath, but then Amanda stiffened, and I followed her gaze curiously, quickly spotting what she had. The wounds had not only healed, they had also regenerated. The Phoenix’s body was ravaged, but in the blink of an eye it returned to normal, only to be ravaged again by the next wave of golden lights.

“Do you see that?” Amanda’s eyes blazed.

“Yeah, I do,” my focus remained on the healing wounds of the Phoenix. “But how does it help Inné?”

I tried to remember everything Inné and the Phoenix had told me.

“He always called the Phoenix a vessel, but I thought that was because he wanted to fill it with divine mana. What if I was wrong?”

Wrong. How? Agni chirped.

She raised her head, her features dipped in golden flames that only grew brighter as she spent more time in the Phoenix’s presence.

“Wrong in that Inné doesn’t just want to use it as a vessel to hold mana,” I said. “Maybe he did at first. That’s why he imprisoned the people that worshipped the Phoenix, but after imprisoning them he must have realized that they were driven mad by Yeux. Inné’s people were affected as well, the churches all confirmed it, but Inné determined that the only way to deal with it was to kill those inflicted with madness.” I leaned forward pensively. “That is, that’s what he thought. But after hearing the prisoner’s stories he must have realized there was another way.”

“I’m guessing he took the easier option,” Roxxy said.

“Most likely yes,” I said. “But look at the Phoenix. They’re in pain, and facing a fate worse than death, but they’re surviving, and remaking themselves. If this kind of power was to get into the hands of a Marked one, it’s an obvious solution to the ascension.”

The Phoenix had healed my grandfather’s community by connecting with them at a foundational level. I couldn’t be sure, but it had sounded like the being had remade them entirely, especially since the mountain had revived as well.

The guardian of reincarnation. If a person could regenerate infinitely, or even reincarnate after death, then they could survive the ascension.

“It might be possible? Healing magic is simple, but I doubt that it’s quick enough to stop a Marked one exploding.” Roxxy replied. “Bringing in an army of healers was the first thing the churches tried.”

“It’s not healing,” Amanda interjected. “I know it isn’t, because I do it myself. It’s regeneration. The difference is that the wounds are healed internally as they happen, not externally after the fact.”

I turned to face Amanda and saw her and Agni gazing at me.

We transform into one. Harmony and unity, Agni chirped in agreement. When we use our bloodline, we can combine to be a sum of our parts. Amanda flies. I grow. She also heals. Slowly, but surely.

“How?” I asked.

“Through our bloodline. The skill varies from person to person. My grandfather already has wings, so he gains an armor of flame. And I know at least one person has manifested healing flames as her bloodline ability, and combining with her Phoenix made her impossible to kill,” Amanda said. “But there is no other way. Only we can do it, and it requires us to be connected to our Phoenixes for it to even happen. Most of the time we’re just ordinary people who can wield fire and transform into flames.”

“Healing flames? Wait.” I held my hand up and the conversation paused. “I’ve heard that before. But… Oh.”

I knew where I’d heard that before.

It was during my Descent. Inné had explained to me that he’d been studying the Mitra. Their capabilities. Their history.

Their bloodline.

“Inné wants the Phoenix to grant him a bloodline,” I said.

What does that mean? Gold asked.

A growl of disgust escaped Amanda’s throat. “It means he wants his own Phoenix. One that can heal him during the ascension.”

“I suspect he doesn’t want any Phoenix. He wants the Phoenix.” William nudged his head toward the Phoenix below. “I read that book on spirits Mr. Black gave Andross for the Descent. Rumors say that bloodlines are granted by spirits, and we know it to be true for the Mitra bloodline, as its progenitor is right in front of us. If they wanted to, the Phoenix should be able to grant another bloodline. A new one, similar to the old.”

“And even more powerful, since it’ll come from the Phoenix itself,” I concluded. “But surely, he knows the Phoenix would never give him one. Even if he wasn’t torturing them, the Phoenix hates the divines.”

“OH” Roxxy jumped up, the water underneath her feet rippling at the sudden movement. “That’s why he’s doing this.” She waved her hand toward the divine mana. “He’s establishing a connection with it. One that it can’t avoid.”

“Is that possible?” William asked. When he saw our stares, he shrugged. “I don’t know everything. Magic is still magic.”

“It might be.” Roxxy frowned, her fingers nervously playing with a strand of blonde hair as she forced herself to view the Phoenix’s plight. “By the time the ascension arrives, he may have forced enough of a bond to implant a bloodline into himself. One that connects directly to the Phoenix itself.”

“That’s never going to happen,” Amanda objected. “That’s impossible.”

“Amanda is probably right, even in theory that would be the kind of thing that takes teams of high-ranked magicians years to accomplish,” Roxxy said. “And connections that are forced are always weaker.”

“All that matters is that Inné believes it to be possible,” William said.

I feared that it was more than just the belief of a dying man. “I’ve seen stranger things, and greater impossibilities made real. We have to assume the church is confident in his theory because Inné knows it’s possible. He’s a marked one with an infinite stream of mana, and he has months left until he has to ascend.”

“Then, we have to stop him before he can establish the bloodline,” Amanda replied.

But how? Agni chirped. We can’t stop it.

The rest of us fell silent. Agni’s words struck us where it hurt. Our good intentions couldn’t manifest the skills needed to save the Phoenix.

“What did Agni say?” William asked. “Normally, I can tell from the vibe, but I’d like to know the exact words.”

Amanda should say. Gold chirped. Andross will get wrong.

No, Andross will tell him properly, Agni replied to the puffer proudly. Show Amanda how good you are at translating my words.

I translated the entire conversation for William, and all of us paused as a pensive look crossed his features.

“We have one more key piece of information that we’re neglecting to connect,” he said.

Rumble.

The Phoenix’s roar of pain drew our attention.

William paused and a flash of anger crossed his features. I knew what my friend was thinking. He had been imprisoned for a few days and it had affected him for life. The Phoenix had been imprisoned for lifetimes, helpless and isolated.

“What is it?” Amanda asked, her voice laced with anger, and a hint of pleading.

She wanted to help the Phoenix more than anyone and knew that only action could do so.

“The Marked one of Artus sent us here, and Andross confirmed his words stating that we were sources of chaos,” William said. “Which means we can make a difference here, even if he didn’t don’t know how.”

“You’re right.” I realized.

Gold can make. A big difference. Gold nodded. Fight divine mana with shields.

“Maybe you’re right.” I chuckled, but the sound was lost among the Phoenix’s cries. “William, what do you think?”

“I think we’re neglecting a simple solution.” William pointed at the Phoenix. “Inné thinks it’s possible to establish a bloodline with the Phoenix. To me, that seems the wisest course of action he could take. In fact, it is the only plan he should have access to that hasn’t been used by another Marked one. By default, that makes it his best plan, since all the others have failed.

So, if we were to establish a connection with the Phoenix first, then maybe we can steal his plan from underneath his feet.”

“Are you saying that we establish a connection with the Phoenix, and obtain its bloodline?” I asked.

“I’m saying that if Inné believes surviving the ascension is possible, then maybe it is. But he doesn’t have to be the one to survive it. Inné will establish a connection, but Roxxy said it herself, a forced connection isn’t better than one that comes naturally.” A smile crossed William’s features, and I saw something shimmering in the depths of his eyes. “We have a person of the Mitra bloodline here with us, alongside her own Phoenix. And a connection magician to boot. Not to mention, a spirit and a Marked one. Now, all we need is time.”

Big Agni is in pain. Gold chirped. Will not be in a good mood. Or want to chat.

“Gold’s right, Inné’s interruptions will make it impossible to talk to the Phoenix,” I said.

“We’ll also have to sleep,” Amanda said. “Which cuts our time with the Phoenix down even further.”

Sleep. Wait a moment. Sleep!

I shifted my gaze onto the stream of water across from me, where Roxxy was once again sitting down. Her eyes met mine, and a flicker of confusion crossed over them as she saw my thoughtful expression.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“I’m just thinking that Kyle gave us a way to solve all our problems.” A smile crossed my features. “And you’re the perfect solution.”

“Aw, thanks.” Roxxy beamed, jumping forward until her hands pressed against the stone floor. “What’s your plan?”

“We’re going to sleep together,” I replied.

Amanda coughed loudly, choking on her own breath in her surprise, and William had a wry smile on his face. Gold chirped in confusion at their reactions, and Agni tweeted with him, and gave Amanda a firm pat on the head with her wing.

Roxxy paused and tilted her head. “That’s not what I expected, but I’ll hear you out.”

“You’re connected to my thoughts, right?” I asked.

[You know it,] Roxxy’s voice replied in my mind.

[Can you connect our thoughts when I’m asleep?] I asked.

[You mean our dreams?] Roxcy’s voice hummed, the sound echoing throughout my mind. [I think I can, but only for five minutes.]

My emotions flowed through our link, conveying my disappointment. [Only that long? I thought people could connect to thoughts for longer. I saw a theatre where they played a person’s memories, and those went on for hours.]

[Oh! You’re talking about a Hukopamet! Those work differently. They hijack a more powerful connection to be able to stay the entire dream session. And that connection is created by a person that’s at least as strong as a gold mask. But if you can make one, then I can do the same, and we’ll be able to enter your dream.]

[So, all you need is a connection to my dream that you can use to enter it?] The first inkling of a plan was starting to solidify in my mind. [I have a feeling you’ll get exactly that chance.]

“Perfect,” I said.

What is perfect? Gold asked. He leaned in closer, his beady eyes gleaming with interest.

“You realize we have no idea what just happened, right?” William asked. “You two went silent and just started staring at each other.”

I can feel the tension, Agni chirped teasingly. Then she shifted her stance and grew more serious. The connection. The dream. I see. Yes, I see. It could work. Andross is smart. But what about the thing in the sky?

“I’ll have to deal with that beforehand,” I said. “Listen, guys, this is my plan. My grandfather has been dragged into my dreams through our bond as family. So, you should be able to enter with Roxxy’s help. The only issue is the Crijik, which will drive you mad the moment you see it.”

“Great, our only obstacle is one of the divines,” William replied dryly.

“The Phoenix can deal with that,” I said with certainty. “Roxxy, you don’t have to connect everyone to me instantly. Right?”

Roxxy nodded in confirmation. “We should be able to communicate with our thoughts while you’re sleeping. I won’t see what you see if I don’t want to, or if you don’t want me to.”

“Good,” I said. “Then I can confirm the coast is clear beforehand.”

“Which leaves us one question.” Amanda squirmed, slightly uncomfortable as she brought up the one topic that had been on the back of her mind for the past hour. “Where are we going to sleep? On this stone platform for nine months?”

“That’s— That’s a good question.” I scratched my head.

I hadn’t considered our accommodations at all. Which was an issue because we were going to be here for several months.

“I can make a place for us using [Earth Creation], and keep it afloat,” I said. “And I have some furniture in my storage ring.”

A wave of my hand conjured several sofa cushions, and stone seats and tables. Amanda also brought out her own couch, and I noted with a smile that it was the same one she kept in her library. Since she’d been visiting her mother a lot, she kept the couch in her inventory so that they could read together on it while in the hospital.

The sound of a brief cough brought our attention back to William, and I saw his eyes gazing upon my stone tables with a mixture of horror and refusal.

“I have a much better idea,” William said.

He waved his hand behind him, and a section of the void disappeared from view as a massive mansion three floors in size and several dozen rooms wide appeared in midair. The moment it appeared, several clouds ejected from within and the wind mana in the air flew toward them, empowering the clouds and helping the mansion stay afloat even in the depths of space.

I gaped in awe as I examined the massive structure. I counted two dozen windows, each adorned with red and gold curtains, and two massive doors connected together to form the entrance, with the symbol of Zodiac’s monster hunter company printed on them. The roof was a tiled roof, but each tile was embedded with veins of gemstones, from precious emeralds to swirling layers of sapphire and rubies.

Twin statues made of marble guarded the front, both draped in the fine robes of solid gold, and wearing multiple rings on their fingers that looked equally as valuable.

The statues were of William and his father.

“You had this lying around in your inventory?” I asked.

“Of course.” William donned an expression of genuine hurt, as though my words had greatly insulted him. “I’m rich.”

William paused.

“It also comes with self-sustaining magical plumping,” he added.

“We’re going with the mansion.” “Sorry, Andross, you lost big time.”

Amanda and Roxxy spoke at the same time.

I have no objections about this, I thought.

Gold gave me a comforting chirp and I pulled out a treat from my inventory, feeding him with a smile.

Lots of room to make symbols. Gold peeped. Lots of twigs to use. Gold is happy.

Roxxy and William were the first to jump up to their feet and make their way toward the mansion’s doors. They had to cross a small courtyard first, with several meters of chiseled stone giving them a nice platform to watch the outside area. There was even a fountain in the middle that had a silver liquid that I didn’t recognize streaming out of it.

As I pushed myself up to my feet to join them, Gold let out a sharp chirrup, drawing my attention toward Amanda and Agni.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

The duo hadn’t moved toward the mansion. Instead, Amanda was walking the opposite way, in the same direction Inné’s divine mana was flowing in. Her hair was aflame with anger, and her fingers had long been drawn into fists. Agni’s feathers ruffled, tense and furious, mimicking Amanda’s disposition perfectly as the two synchronized.

A ripple of golden light wove through the air as Agni and Amanda activated their strongest skill, their bodies melding together to combine into one. Unified, their flames danced in harmony, the red of Amanda’s fire taking on hints of gold, far more than I’d seen before. The flames coalesced in her back, forming a pair of wings that allowed her to step onto the air without worrying about falling.

This is the power that Inné wants to obtain. The ability to become one with a Phoenix. To grow far more powerful than possible.

“I can’t leave without trying anything. Not while it’s in pain,” Amanda said. “Don’t worry. I won’t give our presence away.”

She looked back toward me, and the determination in her eyes stopped my objections dead in their tracks.

“But no matter what happens, I’m going to talk to the Phoenix.”


45 YOU KNOW WHAT HOBBY ISN’T COOL? WATCHING PEOPLE WHILE THEY SLEEP


Amanda’s wings crested gently as she stepped off the end of my stone platform, waves of golden flames dancing around her as she walked. Before, I had seen Agni’s presence in the form of the dissonance in their movements, with Amanda twitching and falling as her mind refused to harmonize with her Phoenix. Now, she was completely calm, and each step was coordinated to perfection, but by watching her move I could still sense Agni’s presence.

There was a way that Amanda’s hair bounced, and her arms shook that reminded me of Agni’s ruffling feathers, and the grace Amanda’s steps exuded was Agni’s as well. The flames had once just been flames, but now I could sense differences in the way they jumped and leapt across the air, each one mimicking Amanda’s cheerful disposition and Agni’s poignant calm and dry wit.

I would never have noticed it if I hadn’t spent so much time with Agni over the past month, and I felt something click into place.

The bond between them isn’t just about emotions or thoughts. It surpasses those base concepts. And anyone else who wishes to use the power of their bloodline has to do the same, or else they’ll fail and separate from their Phoenix just like Amanda did.

Right now, Amanda and Agni were one and the same.

Are we going? Gold chirped. We can help.

Gold flapped his wings against me to emphasize that he meant I should go right now. I chuckled, and nodded at him, raising my hand and taking back the twigs I’d set around him.

Roxxy and William had paused by the door, but when they saw me move William gave me a nod and then disappeared inside, and Roxxy followed quickly after waving at me.

In seconds I floated down to Amanda, standing atop my [Heart-Silver] spear.

“I can’t hear them,” Amanda murmured, speaking out loud to herself. “They’re in too much pain to talk, but I know they want to.”

Hello. Gold chirped.

Amanda jolted, golden flames jumping in surprise with her emotions.

“What are you doing?” Amanda asked. “You should go inside. With the others.”

“You sound like Amanda and Agni. Agmanda,” I said.

Amanda paused, and I saw a flicker of amusement cross her features. Then it was replaced with embarrassment. “That’s a terrible name. Really bad.”

Very bad name. Gold agreed. Andross tell terrible pun.

“Yeah, but it’s true,” I said. “And you even talk like Agni, but also like Amanda.”

“Oh?” Amanda’s eyes twinkled. “How do I talk?”

“Longer sentences, and with a lot more smiles,” I replied instantly. “Agni, you’re used to speaking slowly to me, and in shorter sentences, so that I can understand you. That habit transferred when you guys combined.”

Amanda’s golden flames flared up a tiny bit. “I didn’t know you were looking so closely. Good eyes.”

She turned toward the Phoenix, and the smile was wiped from her face. The flow of divine mana hadn’t stopped, and I knew from Inné’s words that it wouldn’t for several days.

My interruptions were dealing harsher blows than I expected.

I fell in line with Amanda, the heat of her wings brushing against me, and then past me as she directed it not to harm me.

Her focus was entirely on the Phoenix. “I’ve wondered what the bloodline’s origin was. When I was a kid, I wanted it to be a big Phoenix. One that I would inherit and kick my brother’s ass with.” Amanda giggled, a hint of her individuality breaking through. “Agni’s birth was much better. But that thought of a bigger Phoenix never left my mind, or hers. Now, we can finally solve that mystery, and the answer is grander than anything we could have envisioned. I never imagined it would be in chains.”

The Phoenix’s wings rattled against its chains, each one a storm of chaos and divine mana that rippled out waves of power into the void. Maybe a Marked one had crafted the links of chaos, but if they had then I couldn’t imagine how powerful they had been. No matter how impossible it was, it seemed more likely to me that Artus themselves had crafted the chains.

Even if we had several lifetimes, I doubted that we could break the chains that bound it.

“What can we do to save it that we haven’t thought of?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just can’t stand to see someone bearing that kind of agony,” Amanda said.

Something in her tone caught my attention, and I turned my focus onto her. She was kind, but it wasn’t kindness that was driving her now. I had been around her long enough to see when she was troubled, and why.

“Are you the person in pain?” I asked.

“No,” she replied. “The Phoenix is in pain.”

Amanda tilted her head, her eyes turning pensive.

“It’s not me,” she affirmed. “But that’s how I feel.”

Her eyebrows furrowed, and the glimmer of reluctance disappeared.

“Maybe I am,” Amanda admitted. “Yes. It is me.”

She paused once again.

“Agni will die,” Amanda said. “I’ll die.”

I wanted to tell her ‘maybe not’, and Gold’s feathers ruffled as his emotions matched mine, but we both knew it wasn’t the right time to interject. Amanda had something to say, and she wanted to be heard.

She tore her gaze away from the Phoenix. “We felt it before Artus’ Marked one called us here. From the moment we heard the Phoenix’s cry in your dream, the flock knew that everyone connected would die with the Phoenix. That it had to be saved,” Amanda said. “I didn’t want to tell you. Agni didn’t want to. But we felt it. Only my grandfather knows. The others aren’t able to communicate with their Phoenixes on the level that we can. You were captured trying to help us, and every day gnawed at me as I realized I had nobody to speak to. Who could I tell? And what would I tell them? That I’m going to die?”

Amanda has us. Here. Gold chirped.

“Yeah, we won’t let that happen,” I said.

“I appreciate that,” Amanda said.

But it’s not enough. My thoughts finished her own. That’s what she thinks.

“How do you put out a fire?” I asked.

Amanda blinked in surprise, the sudden question throwing her off. To her credit, she didn’t dismiss it instantly. Instead, she pondered over it seriously.

Treats. Gold chirped.

Amanda smiled at the puffer’s antics. “Water. And then treats.”

“Good,” I replied. “So, what kind of water puts out a fire of the soul?”

“Soul water?” Her answer was pitched as a question, then she giggled. “I have no idea. There’s no such thing as a soul fire.”

“There is,” I said, my tone serious. “If you’re in pain, but it’s not physical, that’s a soul that’s on fire. It’s just as serious as any other injury, and it’ll eat away at you if you keep it to yourself like you have been.”

“So, telling you about my worries is the water?” she asked.

“Being around others you trust is the water and trusting them is how you apply it,” I said. “Roxxy and William want to know this, too. I know they do. Together, we’ll work out a way to help.

Amanda’s wings flapped harshly, but then she sighed and turned around, allowing the visage of the Phoenix to fall behind her.

“If I interfere, we’ll be discovered. Our only advantage is that nobody knows you’re here. The church of Inné thinks you’re inside your own church,” she said, trying to convince herself more than me. “You’re right. I do need help. Please, help me.”

Gold will help. Gold chirped.

I gave her shoulder a comforting pat. “All of us will. You don’t have to deal with this alone. You never had to.”

Amanda’s hesitation didn’t disappear, but it did lessen, and the corners of her lips quickly pulled apart, revealing a beaming smile.

“Thanks,” she said. “We needed that. Hey, Andross?”

“Yeah?”

“Race you to William’s mansion!”

With a mighty flap of her wings, she took off, leaving me with my mouth open wide in surprise. I took a final look at the Phoenix and nodded respectfully at it.

We’ll help free you. I promise.

There was a flurry of movement within my manapool as I converted more divine mana into elemental mana and flew myself past Amanda. Gold raised his wings and playfully let the breeze brush through them. Unlike Amanda and Angi, I could go up with ease, though her wings gave her the advantage when it came to downward movements.

Stepping onto the stone courtyard and through the mansion’s doors, I expected to see William and Roxxy setting up and relaxing.

What I saw instead was paper.

Stacks upon stacks of paper.

“We were only gone a few minutes. Did a forest make you guys angry?” I asked.

“No, but it did try very hard,” William replied. “This is the message we’re going to send to Gerial.”

My eyes roamed over the stacks of paper. “Which one?”

“All of them, of course,” William said.

Roxxy giggled at my expression.

“I felt the same. Did you know he had most of these pre-prepared? He’s mad!”

“There is a wisdom to my insanity,” William rebutted. “I planned for every possibility and it worked out perfectly.”

“If it hadn’t, you’d just be insane,” Roxxy shot back.

Amanda walked through the doors as the duo bickered, her skill dispelled and Agni sitting on her head, and she did a double take as she spotted the papers.

“We’ve definitely got that covered,” she skipped past me and hopped onto a couch that looked like it had been handcrafted from ebony silk.

I sat beside her, and Gold hopped onto the table, rifling through papers and pecking at their corners when he finished reading. His eyes glazed over as the enormity of the pile finally hit him, and he nudged his beak questioningly at the boy.

“William’s plans cover everything.” Roxxy explained. “And when I say everything. I mean everything.”

I see. Gold replied.

He did not see. But I did.

Sitting in piles before me was a detailed analysis on how to manipulate the entire world toward a single goal. Troops positions for the church. Bribable people. Potential matchups. Incursion points. Military strategies. Alliances. Negotiation tactics. Diplomacy among factions. Aggression against factions. There was nothing that William hadn’t thought of or included. The who, what, where, when, and why was all laid out clearly in the piles. It was information that could only have been gleaned from years of studying every church, company, and noble household in the five continents.

It had never occurred to me just how devastating [Wisdom] could be in action.

William’s been fed information from birth, but to others it would just be overwhelming gibberish and facts. Even with [Wisdom] in play nobody could reasonably expect a single human to memorize so much in his lifetime and then actually make something of it.

William held up the topmost page. “Gerial and the church will receive these instructions first. They detail how they are to respond to our disappearance and your discoveries.” He grabbed the first pile, a full sixty pages tall. “I had these written over the past month, with a clash against the church of Inné in mind. Most of it was done in preparation for the church of the Crijik’s assault on the mountain, so it remains relevant.”

He shuffled through the pages, nodding at his own work with satisfaction.

“This ensures that regardless of whether the church’s military forces win or lose, the church of the Crijik itself will not collapse. It also outlines numerous alliances to be made and provides a decent overview of which noble houses will be likely to ally with your church or can be coerced to do so. It also outlines how they can be used to stop any potential allies the church of Inné may gather.”

A purple and black wing dropped onto the table as Gold sat down, listening intently with one ear as the words went out the other. I gave his head a comforting pat and he nestled against my palm, trying to rub away his growing headache.

“This is the dispositions of the other Marked ones, based on different accounts including yours… This tells Gerial how to react in public… Oh, this one was fun, it goes over what Inné’s cardinals can do, based on what I’ve seen in memory crystals… And let’s not forget those pincer maneuvers.”

“Wait, stop.” Roxxy dropped the stack she’d been reading onto the table. “It’s too much! Even for a month! You had to have been doing this every second of the day. Is this why we didn’t see you?”

“Maybe,” William said innocently.

“Clearly you’ve been busy, and I’m grateful for it,” I said. “But this seems like a lot. Too much, in fact. I could have been imprisoned there for months, and I get the feeling you would have continued making plans as long as I was. Why?”

“Because I didn’t see the ambush coming. It was my fault.”

We looked up from the papers and focused on William.

“No. It’s not.” I put on my kindest expression and leaned toward him. “Nobody saw it coming,” I said. “Even the other churches didn’t know Inné was doing something in this mountain. You can only work on what information you have.”

“I could have reacted faster. I should have. If I had, I would have spotted something amiss with their forces and called a retreat, but I didn’t, and now we’re in this mess.” William shifted uncomfortably. “Listen, if we succeed, you and Amanda will be the people who deal with Inné directly. That is not my specialty, or my role, and the fact is, that kills me inside. I can’t fight a Marked one, but I refuse to stand on the sidelines. The least I can do is make sure that the others who might interfere with that fight, the ones that we call the whole world, won’t get in the way.

These papers here are my efforts to accomplish that goal. His cardinals can be distracted, even during the ascension. His militaries can be divided between alliances, being sent too far away to respond in time to any alarms. The other Marked ones can be placated or dealt with. Even if it’s just for a few minutes. With these plans we’ll be able to make sure that what’s waiting for you outside isn’t an army, but just a single man. Because if that’s the only thing I can do, then I’m going to do it as damn well as I can!”

William’s voice rose to a shout, and when he was done talking a hush over the room.

I like it. Gold chirped. Good words. Very strong.

My foot pressed against the ground, giving me the leverage to rise with ease and then hug Willaim in a smooth motion.

“Thank you,” I said. “And I’m sorry that I made you worry so much.”

“Just follow through with these and I won’t have to,” William replied stiffly. Despite his tone, he tilted into the hug.

Roxxy let out a sigh. “I get it. I’m there now, too. There’s not much use for a water and connection magician when we have a divine as our opponent. At best, I’m a silver mask. Strong? Heck yeah. Marked one? No way. I doubt anyone is except for you, Andross. Knowing I can’t help you where it matters makes me feel like crap.”

“You are helping me where it matters,” I said, pulling out of the hug. William gave me a grateful smile.

“I can get into your dreams, and that’s about it,” Roxxy said.

“Trust me, you’ll see tonight how much that means to me,” I replied. “And how important it is for the Phoenix.”

“Then we should get started on sleeping.” William interjected. “Andross, this is your job for when you’re awake.” He hastily scribbled new words onto a blank page. “We have a long time to prepare, but not nearly long enough to guarantee the outcome we want.”

William handed his new strategy to me, and the note consisted of a single line.

[Build stuff.]

“Start tomorrow,” William said. “By the time Inné comes here for his ascension, I want this entire realm filled with stone.”

I smiled. “I can do that.”

William frowned, and I sensed his mood shifting into a more serious tone.

“There is one thing we have to watch out for. His skill, [Persistence of Inné]. That one is dangerous.”

“[Persistence of Inné]?” Roxxy asked. “Wait, does it actually have the name of the divine of war in the skill title?”

I nodded. “It’s his exclusive Marked one ability. Just like my [Eye of the Crijik]. Except his skill cuts stuff.”

Not good. Gold ducked his head down. Too strong.

“No, it doesn’t just cut things,” William interjected. “That’s just one application.”

He slapped another page down onto the floor and I saw that it contained lines of theories and notes. There were dozens of cases listed, and most of them were battles that Inné had fought in. Some outlined previous Marked ones of Inné who either had the ability or were suspected to.

“From what I’ve deduced by reading these accounts, [Persistence of Inné] is a skill that infuses Inné’s will into an object. Whether that be his aura, or himself. When it’s infused into his aura, it cuts things. That’s how you’ve seen it used so far.”

“What about if he uses it on himself?” I asked.

“That’s the tricky part.” William frowned. “I think it makes him immune to pain and other ailments. Or rather, the skills overwrites them, and he forces himself to ignore everything holding him down. This allows him to continue moving and fighting even when his body would otherwise fail.”

“In other words, he’s unstoppable while he uses it,” Roxxy said. “That’s really annoying.”

“Yes, it is.” William nodded.

“The only reason he doesn’t use it is because there is a backlash. What that is, I don’t know. I simply know it exists. Mark my words, he’ll use it when he’s most in trouble, and at that point we have to be prepared to fend him off with our lives.”

“I can do that,” I said. “No. I will do that.”

“Good, that’s the answer I wanted to hear.” William conjured a mountain of silver in the empty space behind him. “This is for you.”

The mountain of metal sang to me, and I stared at it in shock. There was more silver here than I could have imagined, and as I drew it into my inventory William continued to pour out more like an infinite tap of money. It took fifteen minutes for me to store all of it.

Rather than replenishing my empty stock of metal, William had caused it to swell and grow multiple times past its former size.

“You can never tell me again that you’re not vital to this battle,” I said. “Because you might have just saved it.”

William beamed at me. “Thank you.”
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William’s mansion had so many bedrooms that I’d given up choosing my favorite. Instead, I stuck to the one that was closest to the entrance, allowing for a quick exit should I need to go outside in a hurry. The others settled on the same floor, and Gold was perched on the head of a nearby chair. His talons ceaselessly scratched lines into his twigs, carving runes so complex they made my brain hurt by looking at them.

Roxxy sat on the bed with me, both of us cross-legged in meditation.

“I didn’t think this through,” I said.

“Oh?” She opened her eyes, and I saw their blue irises twinkling with mischief. “Alone with a girl and a bird in your room, what could go wrong?”

I ignored her teasing tone.

“When I said I’d sleep with you, I meant it in a metaphysical sense.”

The bed wobbled as Roxxy pushed down on it with her hands, her teeth showing as she smiled widely. “Is that so? So, Andross Silver can feel awkward. I like it.”

She waved her hand and a new piece of furniture appeared beside us, starling Gold as it dropped onto the ground. The puffer squawked with indignation at Roxxy, and the girl bowed her head low in apology, but when it rose, she still had her smile.

“Sorry, Gold.” Roxxy giggled. “Blame Andross.”

I will. Gold chirped. Andross. Owes me. Treats.

“I’ll give you those and more in a bit,” I said. “So, Roxxy, how does this work? Don’t the others have to be in here with us?”

“Divines, no.” Roxxy waved her hand emphatically. “If I weaved my spells while they were here, they might get caught up in your dream before we confirm it’s safe. For now, I’m just going to watch you sleep and then I’ll go into their rooms and tap them on the head.”

That sounds pretty creepy.

“When I do it, it’s cute.” Roxxy gave me a thumbs up. “Heh, am I doing this right? I learnt this gesture from your memories.”

“Nope!” I gently tapped her shoulder and pointed her to her own bed. “No embarrassing memory talk about my past life.”

“What? You don’t like talking about your teenage years?” Roxxy battered her eyes innocently at me. “You know, I saw the hotdog incident. You were right, it was on the floor for too long. Hey!”

A wave of dirt washed past Roxxy, cutting off her sentence and forming a wall between us.

“Androssss,” Roxxy’s muffled cry broke through the wall. “I need to be able to touch your head to join that connection. I’m not as good as that cardinal.”

I sighed. “Okay, okay.”

The wall crumbled around the middle, giving me a clear view Roxxy poking her tongue out at me.

“You’re incorrigible,” I said.

“It’s all right, I promise I won’t draw on you if I can resist the urge,” Roxxy said, not looking sincere at all. “I’ll make the connection the moment you give the okay.”

“You’re a gem, Roxxy,” I said.

Roxxy rolled her eyes. “Now you compliment me.”

“Sorry, my social interactions have been a little stiff lately,” I said. “There weren’t many people to chat with while I was awake. Not ones I wanted to talk to at least.”

Her expression softened, and Roxxy reached over to poke my side. I expertly dodged the strike, but then something tapped my cheek, and I looked over to see a tendril of water wriggling at me playfully.

Roxxy tricked you. Gold chirped with laughter.

The water tendril continued to poke me, but I felt a flicker of emotion through my connection with Roxxy. Some of it was pity, most of it was kindness.

Then curiosity overtook her.

“Hey, Andross?” Roxxy asked, her eyes lingering on the space above my head. “How do you know Fue is behind this?”

“This whole quest?” I asked.

“No, just the connection,” Roxxy said. “From everything you’ve said and shown us, you could see Fue’s influence on the rest of your life, but not with the dreams. All you know is that something is connecting with you. Fue is just one option. And even if the other options are crazy, she’s still the least likely one. A divine, a divine, is interfering directly to send you dreams every night. If it was anyone else saying it, I’d never believe them.”

I paused. This was a question I’d considered myself countless times over the past month.

“Hmm.” I laid back on the sheets, propping my head up behind my arms and letting my feet dangle over the edge of the bed. “There is no complex explanation for it. Not really.”

Roxxy matched my posture, her eyes twinkling with fascination. “Oh?”

“When you do something right, people won’t be sure you’ve done anything at all,” I said. “We’ll never be sure it was Fue behind it. We can’t be. Because of that, I’m fine if it is.”

“That’s not an answer,” Roxxy huffed. “But I get it.”

“Really?” I asked.

“No.”

I threw a pillow at her. She caught it expertly and cried out as dirt exploded out of it.

“Gah! Why is this filled with dirt!”

“Night!” I said.

I turned around, ignoring my protesting friend as she waved a river of water over her clothes to clear them of all the dirt I’d snuck into the pillow.

Sometimes having magic was epic. Other times it was necessary.

This time it just felt fun.

With a sigh of contentment, I allowed myself to drift off to sleep. To my side Roxxy shuffled around, covering the wall with a wave of dirt filled water to give me privacy, and I could hear Gold already lulling into dreamland, his trill snores filling the air and comforting me. I’d missed his presence over the past month and having him back by my side felt right.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the peace and comfort gave way to resolution. The next seven months would go by quickly, but tonight would be the most fruitful of them all.

Tonight, I was going to talk to the Phoenix.

And we would figure out how to free it.


46 I DO TWO IMPOSSIBLE THINGS EVERYDAY BEFORE BREAKFAST. BUT THIS IS RIDICULOUS


An elderly man in prisoner’s garb greeted me at the base of the mountain. He was pacing nervously, his eyes darting from side to side, and his legs never stopped moving. My grandfather had always been active in my dreams, mostly to make up for his lack of mobility in real life, but this time there was a frantic anxiety to his movements that put me on edge the moment I saw them.

I approached him cautiously, but he didn’t notice me until I intercepted his arm. Which was a bad idea because he let out a yelp and almost smacked me in the throat.

A hasty step back let me avoid being walloped by my oldest family member. “Grandpa! Geez.”

“Andross! Thank the guardians!” Veral threw his hands up and his familiar smile appeared. “I was so worried. Wait, where’s Agni?”

“She’s—” I tapped my head, frowning. “Oh, she might have to be in the same room as me to connect. I didn’t think of that. Wait, no, what’s wrong? Are you all right?”

The flames of the First Night were dimmer than usual, and to my surprise some of the destruction was starting to repair. Before, I had been near the rift but not inside it. Now, I was inside the realm with the Phoenix right there with me.

Any divine influence is being suppressed, even that which is in my dreams.

I had no doubt that the Crijik could reassert itself in my dream if it wanted to, but I wasn’t sure if it could actually want anything. Or felt emotions. Maybe it hadn’t even noticed the Phoenix’s presence after the first time. For all I knew, it was still here, just in ways that not even the Phoenix could perceive.

With a push off the ground, I tested a theory and flew past the Phoenix’s territory. I didn’t look directly up, I wasn’t that willing to die, but a gentle probe of my mind told me that the Crijik wasn’t present. Not at the moment.

That was one major worry dealt with.

“I should be asking you if you’re all right. A few hours ago, the guards tripled around our cells, and the newcomers don’t look like they’re joking around,” my grandfather’s hands gestured wildly as he spoke. “I saw our old guards bowing to them with the kind of reverence a peasant shows a hero.”

“Right, that makes sense. I escaped today,” I said.

The rest of my words were knocked out of me as my grandfather swept me into a hug, his old bones surprisingly sturdy as they squeezed the life out of me.

“Your attunement plan worked?” Veral’s eyes lit up and his hug tightened. “Wonderful! Fantastic! What the guardians are you still doing here then?”

“Well, it’s kind of a long story…” I paused, and then everything that had happened in the past few hours came gushing out. “And on the other side of the rift is the church and a very, very angry Marked one waiting for me, but they don’t actually know I’m in here, which is good. However, it does mean I’m stuck in the Phoenix’s realm until the ascension.”

“Ah, I should have known you’d stay,” my grandfather exhaled. “You didn’t seem like the type of person who would leave his old grandpa behind. You should have.”

“There’s no such thing as should. Not in this situation,” I replied. “Besides, I’m not alone.”

The moment I finished speaking I felt a tug at the edge of my mind as someone tried to establish a connection. I accepted it immediately, and a cheerful voice filled the air.

[Andross, are you dreaming yet? I’m actually holding this water wall up with sheer willpower, and I’m not going to do that all night.]

Roxxy’s voice entered my dream with the force of a gale, sweeping throughout the world and echoing in my mind. For a moment my thoughts and the dream blended, creating an unholy amalgamation of sound and chaos that I often witnessed right before waking up.

However, I focused on my surroundings and the dream reasserted itself. I’d gotten better at controlling it. Mostly out of necessity.

“Guardians!” Veral swore. “It’s like her voice is biting at my mind. Who is that?”

“Ah, Grandpa, that’s my friend. Sorry, I didn’t realize our connection would manifest like that,” I said. “I’ve just got to, um, think to her for a second.

I looked into the sky and focused my thoughts beyond it. [Hi Roxxy, I can hear you loud and clear. With an emphasis on the loud part. The dream is safe, just make sure that you focus on the part of the dream I’m in.]

[GOT IT!] Roxxy replied.

Her voice crashed into me like the light of a million suns, and my grandfather and I staggered to the floor. The realm of dreams was a construct made from my mind, and when Roxxy’s thoughts met it, each one was as grand and important as my own thoughts.

That manifested like a hammer on my brain, the entire dream shaking and quivering in my friend’s wake.

“She did that one on purpose!” Veral had his hands cupped over his ears. “Children know no respect nowadays! I’m already half-deaf, you know.”

“I think I’ll be joining you soon, Grandpa.” I tapped at my ear, wondering if it could bleed inside a dream. “I promise she’s nice, really.”

My grandfather recovered quickly, chuckling to himself. “It’s okay, ignore this old man’s ramblings. Ah, Agni, you’re here. Wait, you’re not Agni.”

A chirp resonated through the air, and I looked to my side and saw Gold two feet away from me, his fourteen talons clicking gently against the ground as he pecked at the nearby burnt grass.

He looked up at my grandfather and inclined his head, showing his curiosity.

Hello old man. Who are you? Gold asked. Do you have treats?

Roxxy had sent Gold into the dream.

I chose to only translate part of Gold’s words. “Grandfather, this is Gold. Gold, this is my grandfather, Veral.”

“The spirit puffer you told me about.” Veral beamed. “Hello, little guardian.”

Greetings. Andross grandfather very respectful. What is a guardian? Gold chirped happily.

“He’s calling you a spirit,” I said. “It’s how the old traditions refer to it.”

“Is that so?” A new voice asked.

Amanda stepped into existence a few meters away, her gaze turning from curious to horrified as she gazed upon the destruction wrought by the first night. Agni flew in with her, joining Gold on the ground as they both began pecking the ground curiously. In Gold’s case it was because he was new to the dream, but Agni was curious because the ground was far healthier than it usually was.

This place is healing, Agni tweeted. Much better than before.

“I don’t think I want to know what it looked like before.” Amanda shivered. “Oh, hi, I’m Amanda, you must be Veral.”

“What a polite young lady.” My grandfather beamed. “Much nicer than the one shouting at us before.”

“Was that Roxxy?” Amanda asked.

I nodded, and as everyone was starting to get acquainted with each other, William arrived, and then Roxxy followed quickly after. When everyone had gathered and introduced themselves, we convened for a meeting.

Thankfully, Roxxy’s voice was normal once she was in the dream itself.

“Hitching a ride into your thoughts is so much easier than maintaining a pure connection to your thoughts,” Roxxy gushed. “The intricacy of the connection that’s forming on you is amazing. It was so complex that I don’t think my mother could unravel the bond. Not without a team of experts and dozens of hours.”

William was a little quieter, looking more tired than the rest of us.

“Sorry I was late to sleep, I sent the key messages out using my texting regent. Gerial’s reply is probably waiting for you when you wake up. Honestly, I’m glad to be here. I was worried that the connection wouldn’t form in the Phoenix’s realm,” William said.

Wow. I didn’t even consider that.

Gold looked up curiously and chirped. Where is the Phoenix?

“Up there.” I gazed at the mountain.

Then, let’s go. Gold opened his wings wide.

“Gold’s right.” Amanda nodded. “If we only have time while we’re asleep, we should make the best use of it that we can.”

The rest of the group nodded in agreement, and I lowered my arm, allowing Gold to hop on.

“All right, but we’ll be walking there,” I said.

“It’s good for the bones,” my grandfather smiled. “But also, there are some rules I must make you all aware of.”

As we made our way up the mountain paths, my grandfather made sure to explain the proper traditions. Gold was reluctant to stay on the ground, but everyone else was happy to be silent until the mountain’s peak unveiled itself to us.

The moment we stepped up to it, I wondered what would happen.

[Divine.]

The Phoenix’s voice rippled over us, and a wave of heat struck me. Gold chirruped in surprise, then cooed as he realized that the heat was pleasant. My friends reacted in similar ways, with Roxxy gasping and William touching his warmed skin.

“Remarkable,” William said. “I feel stronger.”

You look stronger, Agni chirped.

“Thank you,” he replied. “I’m assuming that was a compliment.”

I stared at him, and then examined the rest of my friends. William looked stronger, Amanda’s hair was brighter, and Roxxy’s skin was glistening softly. Agni’s feathers grew, and Gold’s chest crested majestically. Even My grandfather looked twenty years younger, and his hair had regained some of its original brown chestnut color.

If my grandfather had undergone these changes last time, then I hadn’t noticed. Before, the Phoenix had immediately sent me into a vision of its realm. Now, we were still on the mountaintop, and I wondered why it was keeping us here.

“Guardian Phoenix, we have come to help you in your time of need.” My voice echoed out across the mountain’s peak. “I bring with me my grandfather, Veral, as I did before, and Agni. Also with me are William, Amanda, and Roxxy.”

[I welcome you to my realm, young ones. Divine, Andross. My follower. My progeny. My bloodline inheritor. And allies.]

“That’s us.” Roxxy smiled.

“I can understand your words.” William blinked in surprise. “Is the System translating for you?”

[Indeed.]

The blue box carrying the word carried mirth within it.

[A curious thing. This did not exist in my time.]

“Really?” William’s eyes widened.

His voice contained something beyond shock, and he looked like he’d been hit by a bolt of lightning from above. What was even stranger was seeing everyone else’s eyes widen alongside his. Even my grandfather staggered and tripped on the ground, his fall halted by Amanda who reacted automatically as she underwent her own version of surprise, her hair exploding into flames.

What’s the big deal? I wondered. Oh wait.

To my friends, the idea of a Systemless world was fun in theory, but impossible in practice. Koshima Academy and other institutions still fought over whether or not the System had come before or after the first divine had descended. Hearing that the System hadn’t existed since the dawn of time was a major revelation for them and had major implications for the entire world.

Only Roxxy reacted a little less than the others, and her eyes met mine as my gaze swept over the group.

She’s seen a Systemless world in my memories, I thought. Maybe she went through the same shock they did, but at an earlier time.

Her knowing smile told me that I’d guessed correctly. Roxxy was flighty and willful, but she wasn’t immune to shock.

[Your reactions are amusing. Something I have not felt for a thousand years.]

The Phoenix’s chirp filled the air with warmth and joy. Several of my friends jolted, their bodies shivering at the sound, and I understood them. The Phoenix’s presence was a lot to take in, even when it was being kind.

It will be fine, Agni chirped in agreement. Progenitor is nice. Big feathers.

[My descendant is right. You are all welcome in my realm. As friends, and allies. Those who seek to aid me shall not find harm here. Not even from the divines. Allow me to face you, and we may talk on equal footing.]

Movement beyond the mountain drew my attention, and I blinked in surprise as something rose beyond the horizon. Golden light and two dark orbs entered my vision, obscuring the stars of the broken sky.

They rose above the mountain, and above the atmosphere. Higher than the furthest astronaut, and taller than the highest skyscraper, they gazed down upon creation with elegance and confidence.

Did my dream conjure moons?

No. Those weren’t moons.

They were eyes. The Phoenix’s eyes.

Gazing down upon the world of Ioa was a head that obscured the sky and reached deep into space. The destroyed sun was gone from our sight, replaced by golden feathers that shimmered brightly like celestial objects.

“Holy Fue.” Roxxy gulped.

Amanda’s hand quivered, and Agni’s feathers shook. “They’re enormous.”

“How can we free a being as mighty as the guardian?” my grandfather asked himself. “What hope do we have?”

No wonder the Phoenix didn’t take us to their realm. They were already here. I gazed upon the Phoenix’s visage in awe. Their head is bigger than the planet, and even now, they’re smaller than the real body I saw outside.

[Ask your questions. Seek out your answers. I shall respond with what I can, but only if it is relevant. Talking tires me, and I have so little energy to spare. When the battle begins, I do not believe I will be able to talk at all.]

The Phoenix’s voice enveloped our beings, their majesty weighing down on my soul. Something collided with the ground, startling me, and I saw my friends crash to their knees, the power of the Phoenix rippling over them and forcing them to supplicate. It wasn’t an intentional act of malice, their bodies were reacting naturally to the presence of a being that was above them on the hierarchy of existence.

Only I stood standing, my divine mana and mark facing the Phoenix’s stare with cold indifference.

This is the power of the Phoenix, a being once worshipped by the entire world.

I couldn’t open my mouth to protest. Or even to speak.

But someone else could.

So big. Very wide. How many treats. Did you eat? Gold chirped.

The group stared at the puffer. Gold looked down at his stomach, and then up at the Phoenix. And then back to his stomach. Then, back to the Phoenix.

A lot? Gold asked.

[I do not feast upon the physical. Nor do I need to eat. I am, and I will continue to be. That is all.]

Pity. Gold replied. Treats tasty.

[Yes, perhaps it is a pity.]

A symphonic chuckle filled the air, caressing my mind and the world around us. Where it touched, the world healed. The flames were pushed back, replaced by grass and trees, and the wounds and tears gouging the plains disappearing as the earth knitted back together. Before my eyes, the world healed, and I felt a strange sensation of familiarity rumbling deep within me.

I recognize this power. I don’t know how, but I do. I frowned. So familiar, and yet I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.

I glanced at the puffer on my shoulder, wondering if he truly was that curious about the grand guardian’s eating habits, or if he had sensed the atmosphere of the conversation changing and chosen to disrupt it.

You’re a mystery, Gold. Even to me.

Either way, the mood had improved considerably thanks to his question.

Amanda was the first to rise, her hands shaking as the pressure of the Phoenix’s presence disappeared. She gazed around the newly formed world in wonder, and Agni chirped softly, gazing at her own flames and wondering if she could do the same with enough practice.

“I’m never going to forget this dream,” Roxxy said. “Even if I have to imbed the memory into my soul.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

William groaned, the last of our group to return to his feet, and he cracked his neck, his eyes gazing curiously upon the being in the sky above us. His pupils whispered of knowledge beyond what we could see, and every twitch and shudder of his body seemed calculated.

“Now that we’ve been formally introduced,” Willaim grunted as he shook away his pain. “We should get down to business. Guardian Phoenix, do you know what can be done to free you?”

[I do.]

Agni flapped her wings in shock, and I blinked in surprise.

[Or perhaps, I only believe that I do. Fate has changed. I cannot see the paths once set in stone because they have shifted. New outcomes are possible, but not even I know where they lead. You have completed your task admirably, Divine.]

“Thank you, Phoenix,” I replied. I glanced at William, and he nodded. “If I may ask, how much do you know about what I did?”

[I have heard your story spoken to my follower. Chaos is a strange force, unbeholden to rules yet intricately linked with them. You could have escaped, yet you chose to stay, and to try to find a solution to free me. I thank you. What is your plan?]

“We’ve come to get information and ask you if you can grant us a bloodline. Your bloodline, to be specific,” William said. “And, more importantly, we want to know if that is what Inné is trying to do by sending his divine mana into your body.”

My friend stared up at the Phoenix resolutely, his tone unwavering against a being that could squash not just him but the entire planet with a flap of its wings.

Amanda gasped at William’s matter-of-fact tone, but as she raised her hands to appease the Phoenix, a new blue box appeared in front of us, accompanied by its growing interest.

[My bloodline. It is possible. Yes. The actions of my enemy would fit that goal.]

“You don’t know?” William asked. “That’s unfortunate.”

“William! You can’t just go around being rude,” Amanda snapped. “This is the Phoenix.”

[Appreciation, my bloodline inheritor. But I am not all-knowing. I have been chained for countless years, and much has chained. I fear what I know is far less than is needed.]

“There goes my religion,” my grandfather grumbled half-heartedly.

I knew he was joking, the old traditions didn’t focus on the four grand guardians as omnipotent, and instead emphasized the spirit’s kindness and attachment to humanity during its darkest times. Still, it had to hurt to hear that the Phoenix he’d worshipped all of his life admitting that it didn’t know the answer to a question.

William gently pried Amanda’s clamped fingers off of his wrist. She stepped back reluctantly, glaring daggers at him the entire time.

“We need to know what we can do to help the Phoenix,” William reminded her gently. “That means asking not only what we want to know, but what they don’t know.”

[If this Inné seeks my bloodline. He may yet succeed. The power that channels through him on the day of arrival will overwhelm me. Tie me down. It must be stopped. He cannot be allowed to reach me.]

“Day of arrival?” I asked.

[The day in which the divine descended. The day in which it will descend. Time is of no meaning to the divines. It is what you have called the ascension.]

Before I could ask another question, Amanda raised her hand, her eyes blazing with anger.

“Inné can inherit your bloodline by force?” Amanda asked. “What if you gave it to Andross first? Could it be stopped that way?”

[My bloodline can be granted to multiple beings, but not to a divine. Not one that wishes to live. It is impossible. The enemy will only succeed due to the powers they will temporarily wield. Even then, they will suffer until they end my existence. After that, they will have surpassed what was once mine.]

Even as they replied, I knew the Phoenix’s words to be true. My mark and my divine mana both fought against them, unwilling to give in, and if the Phoenix tried to grant me it’s bloodline, the two would clash. My mark would win, but long before then I would explode as two powers beyond my comprehension clashed for dominance of my form.

Sounds bad. Gold chirped. Andross shouldn’t do that.

I agreed with him silently, but the Phoenix had more to say.

[Divine, we can be connected. Tied together. There is another path. A bond deeper than all others, and intrinsic to your being. You feel it, deep within you, and I sense it calling out to me. Through it, we may try to overcome that which cannot be stopped. I cannot grant you my abilities, but I can empower your own abilities while you are in my realm.]

I trembled as I heard their words. Within the depths of my soul, I could feel that sense of familiarity that had been present ever since the Phoenix had revealed itself. It was resonating with the being in the sky, calling out to a kindred spirit.

The power of reincarnation. But if that’s the case…

[Yes. The ability to surpass your own death.]

“That sounds like immortality. Are you telling me you can stop me from dying?” I asked.

[I can do much, but I do not know what effect it will have. However, you alone will not be enough. Our enemy is too strong, and too experienced. I have clashed with his will, time and time again, and found myself lacking. He is conflict incarnate, chosen by the divine of war.]

[There must be another.]

The Phoenix’s form shifted, a colossal movement that caused my mind to waver as a being larger than life focused on something to my side.

Amanda shivered as she gained the attention of the Phoenix.

[A connection can be formed with you, my inheritor. You wish for a bloodline, and you have one. It can be strengthened. Shaped into a new form. Time will be needed, more than we have, but with the divine’s help, what little can be done may be enough.]

“I-I wasn’t expecting this,” Amanda said. She glanced to her side, and a slight frown creased her lips. “Would Agni be hurt? I won’t do anything if she will.”

She’s wondering if empowering her bloodline would sever her connection to Agni in order to establish one with the Phoenix.

[My child will be unharmed.]

The Phoenix’s voice was soft, but it still shook the world.

[You asked me how we can stop the enemy. The one named Inné. The answer is simple. He seeks to establish a connection, but I will fight him with my entire being. Alone, he can overwhelm me, but he will not be alone.]

“What’s to stop him from connecting with you the moment he enters this realm?” William asked.

To my surprise it was Roxxy that interjected.

“The distance between them,” she said.

She glanced around, checking for any objections, but when nobody interrupted her, she continued.

“To establish a connection forcefully, you need to be close to your target. It’s a simple tenet, but one that’s hard to bypass. Remember when that noble household magician in Koshima did it to Amanda?”

Amanda nodded pensively. “He had to get right next to me to do so.”

“Exactly. It was only after he’d established it that he could manipulate it over long distances.” Roxxy pumped her fist in victory. “The Phoenix is big, but their realm is even bigger. That kind of distance isn’t feasible for a forceful connection. Especially since he’s not a connection magician. Normally, I’d doubt that Inné could force a connection at all, but he’s a Marked one with years of preparation, so if he can do it, then I’d say that the first thing he has to do is get close enough to touch a feather.”

“Which means if we can confront him when he reaches this realm and fight him until the ascension energies kill him, we’ll win,” I said. “But only if we keep him from obtaining that bloodline.”

“Is that possible?” Roxxy asked, her voice filled with doubt.

“I don’t know.” I replied.

To my side, William grimaced at our words, though he didn’t deny them, and even my grandfather looked doubtful. Agni cooed gently, and Gold ruffled his feathers, his eyes deep in thought.

“Inné will be empowered by the ascension. Those distances will mean nothing to him if all that’s between them is empty space,” William said. “As for fighting him…so far as we know, the amount of mana that channels through a Marked one is infinite. Those who can hold the most mana have reached six digits, and yet they still died.”

“Those few who survived the longest still died at the turn of the first hour,” Roxxy added.

A hundred thousand mana was enough to change the world if used correctly, but on the day of ascension it was a drop among an endless stream. Marked ones trembled in its wake, and the world could only watch helplessly as their deities were immolated by a power they could not contain.

That was how terrifying the ascension was.

The Marked ones said the same thing at the Descent. An hour is the longest time a Marked one has ever lived during their ascension.

“Which means we only have to hold Inné off for an hour,” I said.

[No. Not an hour.]

The Phoenix’s voice washed over us, drawing our attention back to them.

“What do you mean, grand guardian?” my grandfather asked.

[The one known as Inné has already spent months establishing a connection with me. It is not enough to force a bloodline, but it is enough that he can pour his energies into me. That is why the divine mana no longer forms chains, but instead enters my body. On the day of arrival, he will be pouring his energies into my being. My chains force me to contain them at great cost, and it also means his life will be prolonged.]

“So, he can’t heal himself like he wants to,” I said. “But he can buy himself time by depositing the excess mana into you before it kills him?”

[Yes, if he truly intends to inherit my bloodline by force, then he likely wants to do both. Once he reaches me, all will be over, and until the day of arrival has ended, he must be fended off. Only then will he fail, and we will have won.]

“How much time can he buy?”

[I do not know, for none have tried this before. I can only guess. There is a chance that the enemy will fend off death entirely as long as he can channel his mana into me. If that is the case, then only when the day ends, and the final mote of mana has left his body, will there be a vulnerability.]

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I asked.

The Phoenix’s head shifted, causing the world to tremble, and I realized they were nodding.

[I am, Divine. If Inné can survive without my bloodline, then the only time to strike is when the ascension is complete.]

[If you cannot kill him, you will have to fend off the full power of the divine of war for an entire day.]


47 NICE WINGS. DID YOU FALL FROM HEAVEN? CAUSE DAMN, YOU NEED AN AMBULANCE


My heartbeat drummed against my chest as I woke from my dream. I could hear Gold shuffling on his perch in surprise as he was dispelled from the realm of sleep and forced back into the world of the living.

I flipped off the bed and ran my fingers across his feathers comfortingly. “Sorry, buddy. I should have warned you.”

Surprised. Not bad. Big Phoenix. Many revelations.

“Sure was,” I replied. “And now I want to get to work right away.”

Gold bobbed his head side to side in agreement, and I laughed and fed him a treat that he gobbled down happily.

Roxxy had gone to her own room after connecting William to my dream, and without waiting for my friends to finish waking up, I left the room and made my way out of the mansion’s entrance. I could see the infinite void beyond, but the stream of golden mana had halted, not a single mote of divinity to be seen.

Inné must be asleep.

I turned to gaze upon the Phoenix and found them looking back at me. For a thousand years they had lain here, chained, and if I hadn’t slain Yeux, then they might have been here for a thousand more, undisturbed and alone.

“[Earth Creation].”

A path of stone appeared in the air, and I let go of my connection with it. The stone didn’t immediately plummet, but it didn’t stay still either, drifting limply through the void as though guided by an invisible string.

It was moving toward the Phoenix, though it was so slow and insignificantly small in the void that it wouldn’t reach the mighty being for another few years. Still, it gave me a frame of reference of how the realm would affect my [Earth Creation] skill.

The flapping of wings caught my attention.

Stone making time? Gold chirped.

“William was right. I need to build things.” I created more stones until they were stacked in a pile that was higher than the mansion behind me. “There needs to be a barrier between the Phoenix and Inné. I can hold him off, but he can’t use magic, so a physical obstacle will work just as well.”

Sounds hard. Gold hopped onto the pile and scratched at the stones experimentally. Very hard.

“It will be, but I have months,” I said.

You can do it, he said.

I smiled. “Thanks.”

More stones appeared before, each drifting off toward the Phoenix at a leisurely pace. My elemental conversion was slower than using my divine mana directly, but as I focused on my magic, I felt a twitch within my manapool and sent my senses toward it. To my surprise, the divine mana within was vibrating rapidly, calling for me to let them out.

What is this?

I raised my hand experimentally, and a few motes of divine mana floated out of my palms. They winked in surprise and traced lines in the air curiously, taking in the realm of the Phoenix with their senses.

My mana isn’t restricted anymore. Wait, no. Some are. Most, in fact. But I can release a few particles. Is this what the Phoenix was talking about when it said that it could empower me?

The partial release of my divine mana was a blessing, and soon my vision was entirely covered in stone. On Ioa, the entire world wasn’t large enough for me to infinitely create rocks at a whim, but the Phoenix’s realm was empty except for the distant stars, and now I could focus solely on producing the element that had been with me since the beginning.

Stones greeted me as they popped into existence, their gratitude mingling with the mana within them as the earth element encountered a new frontier to explore.

Each new boulder was connected to me intimately, and I knew that I could call upon their help whenever it was needed. When there were only a few in the abyss, it was comforting. When the first building had been created, it was frightening. And finally, when I had created a mountain from nothing, the air around me trembled.

All of the stones knew why they had been summoned because I didn’t hide my intentions from them. They were my companions, and my allies, but when the time came, they would be my soldiers.

I was creating a battlefield.

“That pile is huge!”

A shout of surprise bounced against the stones, and the divine mana around me sparkled in greeting as a red-haired girl hopped up to me. Amanda tapped my shoulder in greeting, looking at the mountain of stones with wide eyes.

Amusement tiptoed over my heart. “You just saw a Phoenix the size of a planet. And you can still see it right there.”

“Sure, but they’re a mythical being of legend, I expect them to blow my mind.” Amanda waved her hand dismissively. “You’re just Andross.”

“You really know what to say to make a guy feel special,” I replied dryly.

Amanda’s cheeks flushed, but then the strands of her hair took on a playful glow as they transformed into bright orange flames. She walked past me, tapping my temple and nudging my head to the side.

Before I could retaliate, she reached my pile and placed her hand on it. The stones protested for a moment, then warped as the heat of her palm overwhelmed them, turning them into slag.

Amanda destroying rocks? Gold flapped his wings in confusion.

“No.” I shook my head.

I could see her objective now. Every rock in her purview was slowly changing, both in a physical sense and a magical sense. Physically, they were melting. Magically, they turned into shades of brown and red light as Amanda’s magic entered them.

She was injecting my stones with fire mana.

When the final rock was done, Amanda swept a bead of sweat from her brow and turned to face me with a triumphant smile.

“Now, we can both use them for fighting,” she tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ears. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Your idea is brilliant,” I replied.

Amanda’s lips curled upward. “Thanks.”

I continued to summon stones, moving the mountain I’d created into the void when I needed room for the next one, and I made sure that it was placed out of the way of where Inné’s divine mana flow would be, but close enough to the rift entrance that I could call upon it with ease when the hostile Marked one appeared.

Amanda imbued each block with her mana as they appeared, and I was once again reminded that although my mana capacity was insane, my friend was no slouch either. Her natural manapool was large, but her biggest advantage was a series of fire beads she had accumulated, including several blue ones that belonged to her grandfather. Each one dispelled fire mana into the stones far beyond her natural limits.

The blue fire beads she drew from her inventory were also far bigger than the one I’d used against Inné.

“That’s a lot of firepower,” I said.

Amanda paused. “I was planning to use these against Inné and his church in a bigger battle. Then you went and freed yourself before I could.”

Her expression turned sheepish, and I shot her a grateful smile.

This is a good start, but we might need to hold Inné back for a full day if things go badly. I grimaced. No. I can’t think about that. The fact that he could take on myself and two cardinals at once with minimal damage doesn’t mean anything. It definitely doesn’t matter that he’ll have an infinite amount of divine mana to defend himself and empower his attacks with.

As my imagination spiraled into a series of terrible scenarios where I died horrible deaths, I was grateful to be distracted by the clacking of Gold’s talons against the stone floor.

I looked down to see the puffer studiously pacing through the courtyard, glancing thoughtfully in different directions every few seconds.

“What are you looking for, buddy?” I asked.

Agni is missing, Gold chirped in reply.

I paused and surveyed the area. Agni was nowhere to be seen.

“She went to talk to the Phoenix,” Amanda answered my unspoken question. “Since there’s no divine mana assaulting it this time.”

“Agni did what?”

I turned to face the Phoenix, but trying to spot a speck of orange among the Phoenix’s flames was like trying to find a dark spot on the sun. The enormity of the entity’s body meant that their golden flames obscured Agni’s body completely.

So, Agni went to visit. Big Phoenix, Gold chirped, and then raised his wings in a bird shrug. Not a problem.

“We have no idea if getting near the Phoenix will be good or bad,” I said. “For all we know, Agni could— Uh, Amanda, were you always glowing like that?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Amanda glanced down at her legs and blinked in surprise. “Holy Fue, I’m glowing!”

Dozens of flames had sprouted into existence over Amanda’s skin. They were all gold in color, and I was reminded of the times that she had used the merging skill of her bloodline with Agni, except this time the little Phoenix was nowhere to be seen.

The sight of my friend spontaneously combusting should have frightened me, but none of the flames gave off bad intentions, and Amanda wasn’t screaming, so I stepped back and observed the change from a safe distance.

“Does that hurt?” I asked, probing cautiously.

“Not really. It kind of tickles.” Amanda raised her hand and pinched her index finger, watching as it transformed into golden flames. “Woah, that’s not meant to happen. My flames are red.”

“But the Phoenix’s are gold.” I raised my fingers to my temple. “I was able to use my divine mana before. Maybe…Okay let me try and do something.”

I expected a rebuttal, but Amanda leaned back against the mountain of earth I’d created, making herself comfortable as the golden flames flowed over the surface of the stones.

Let’s see. I’m not as good at this as Roxxy, but I’ve formed enough bonds lately to be able to vaguely sense them. All I need to do is focus [Eye of the Crijik] onto the right area. Just like I did with the monster in the western continent.

I activated [Eye of the Crijik] and narrowed my focus onto Amanda, and then myself. Slowly, a tiny flow of connection mana appeared in my vision, so miniscule in number that I almost missed them. From their intentions, it was clear that they were only here as a side effect, gathering together as a rare phenomenon occurred.

What that phenomenon was quickly became clear.

A connection was being forged.

It was a hum in the void, a song that caressed my soul. With each passing second it grew stronger, and I could feel the divine mana within me shifting uncomfortably as it sensed something within me changing. I could feel it, too, though I wasn’t sure what it was. I did, however, know the cause.

“The Phoenix is trying to reach out to us,” I said. “It wants to establish a bond.”

Amanda’s expression changed. “I hope Agni is okay.”

She is. Okay, Gold chirped happily, not a single ounce of worry passing through his feathers.

“How do you know?” I asked, my curiosity growing.

Agni is sneaky. Fly past you. Gold replied. There.

The puffer raised a wing upward and Amanda and I looked up to see a golden flamed Phoenix flying in a circle above us, her melodic laughter falling down on us as she descended.

Gold ruined the surprise, Agni tweeted. I have spoken to Phoenix. Connected with it. Will take time for connection to grow. To strengthen. Will feel soon. In bloodline.

“I can already see the changes.” Amanda glanced at the golden flames, and her eyebrows furrowed. “Will this continue until all my flesh is gone and replaced with fire?”

Agni shrugged, and Amanda’s eyes flashed with panic.

The sound of my laughter filled the air, and Amanda looked at me in surprise. Agni shifted toward me, and her feathers fluttered with mirth.

“Agni is messing with you,” I said. “I could tell by the way her left wing shifted.”

“Ugh, I know about that tell.” Amanda stamped her foot on the ground, the flames around her rippling out as they flew away from her. “She turned away from me to hide it.”

Andross no fun anymore. Used to be fooled, Agni huffed.

Gold not fooled, Gold chirped proudly.

“That means that Amanda’s the only one that got fooled.” I snickered.

A wave of golden flames washed over me, blinding me to the world. I spluttered, but they continued to pile onto me, and I heard laughter from the other side of the wall of flames.

“Well, at least I’m not clawing helplessly at flames.” Amanda snorted. “Oh, hey, they’re normal again.”

The golden veil shifted as she spoke, quickly turning red. Now that the fire was a type that I was familiar with, I gently pushed against them with my [Mana Sense], not enough to contest wills with Amanda, but just enough to let her know that I wanted her to stop.

The wall of flames separated at her command, and my friend was frowning as her skin returned to normal, not a single golden flame to be seen. Agni had also returned to normal, her disappointed chirps filling the air as she inspected her feathers for any remaining gold.

It’s gone, Agni chirped. Where did it go?

“I think we have a limit of how many golden flames we can conjure in a day.” Amanda gazed at her hand in wonder. “And maybe that limit will increase with time.”

Like manapool. But two of them. Gold chirped.

“If that’s true, then you’re in for a major power boost.” I rubbed my chin, interest glimmering within me. “I wonder if the connection can be sped up.”

“By getting closer to the Phoenix?” Amanda asked.

“I was thinking of asking Roxxy first,” I said.

“Actually, she’s dead asleep.” Amanda shrugged apologetically. “It turns out maintaining a connection all night is tough, even without creating it. So, she’ll be down and out for a few more hours.

“All right. Until she wakes, let’s create a few more of these, shall we?”

I turned back to my half-formed mountain, and Amanda flexed her arm, flames bursting forth from her hands.

“When Inné arrives, he won’t know what hit him.”

“Wait, let me test something first.” Amanda held her hand up to stop me. “Let’s see…The Phoenix said it would boost my bloodline. But that includes the healing aspect. Right now, I’m mostly out of golden flames, but there’s a little bit left in the tank…”

With a swift gesture she dug her nail into the skin of her arm, and I winced as she pressed down hard enough to draw blood.

A small droplet of blood dripped down her skin, but golden fire erupted over the wound, and I saw that the cut was closing rapidly. In thirty seconds, it was gone, and Amanda looked up at me, a wide grin spreading across her face.

“Andross, I’m healing!”
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In the first month, I created seven mountains larger than Everest.

During the second, I filled their gaps with bedrocks of stone, and forests of dirt.

On the third, I discovered that my divine mana was almost half freed, and I rejoiced as my production speed picked up even more.

The fourth month was when we saw a true difference. Amanda’s golden flames were abundant enough to last half an hour, and Roxxy’s skills went under a qualitative difference as her constant use of magic among higher existences forced them to level up rapidly.

With the fifth month’s end, I turned back and realized I couldn’t see the end of what I had created. All across my vision was a mass of stone. It was humbling, even though I had created it.

By the time the sixth month hit, I had begun to wonder what the true limits of my abilities were. Clearly magic was never meant to be practiced nonstop, it was impossible without giving up everything that made a person human, but with my friends by my side, it was just barely manageable to give myself into its embrace. For a little while, at least.

Finally, at the start of the seventh month, I stepped along the edge of a vast country of stone, each tile and block floating across an endless void. I had long ago lost control of my creation, unsure of how long it was, or how wide. All I knew was that it called to me, and I responded with a sweeping of my will across the elements, molding them into new shapes even as I created more of their brethren to join the eternal journey through the realm of the Phoenix. Each step I took buzzed with warmth as fire mana jumped across my feet, and I could feel the breeze rustling through my robes as I stepped into the winding tunnels and caverns of dirt that I’d made during one of my detours.

Underneath the country’s surface was a sanctum unmarred by the void and occupied by the fledgling elements that had been birthed within this realm and never known any other company except for each other.

In the middle of the cavern was an island of earth, and water streamed it in a moat. A gentle wind guided all visitors, and fire warmed the air, four giant pillars of flame illuminating the pathways in and out of the cavity.

Atop the island was a mansion. William’s mansion.

The cavern surrounding the mansion covered every section of open space leading to the void, but the building hadn’t moved an inch since we’d arrived. Instead, I had created the entire country around it, and my friends and I had supplied the elements needed to fill the cavern with wonder.

No wonder creation abilities are so rare. A Marked one’s manapool is exceptional, but even an ordinary magician could change the world with this skill.

I stopped at the edge of the cavern and looked down at the island. A wave of golden flames enveloped a cave on the side, and my divine mana glowered as they sensed a threat. Beyond them, a wave of water mana shifted and flowed freely through the open spaces above the mansion, and I girl sat in the middle, waves of connection mana flowing out of her and into the surroundings.

This seemed like a good time to take a rest.

“Status screen.”

Name: Andross Silver

Class: Second Chance

Level: 1

Health: 100/100

Mana: 51,893/51,893 (Locked state)

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 83

Wisdom: 11

Stamina: 8

Dexterity: 14

Available stats:

Class: 10% to any stat (Intelligence)

Free stats: 10 (unassigned).

Skill list:

* Earth Creation (VIII): Level 6

* Earth Manipulation (VII): Level 5

* Earthen Spear (III): Level 19

* Stone Grasp (IV): Level 4

* Fire Pillar (II): Level 14

* Metal Spear (III): Level 18

* Metal Shield (II): Level 15

* Metal Manipulation (IV): Level 11

* Water Manipulation (II): Level 16

* Fire Manipulation (II): Level 18

* Wind Manipulation (II): Level 1

* Meditation (VI): Level 19

* Fear Tolerance (III): Level 13

* Pain Tolerance(V): Level 10

* Manapool Enhancement: Level 1

* Mana Manipulation (VI): Level 15

* Mana Sense (VI): Level 18

* Mana Affinity: Level 5

* Mana Vitality (IV): Level 2

* Mana Sanctuary (IV): Level 18

* Mana Communication (III): Level 5

* Spirit Communication (IV): Level 19

* Symbol Inscription (II): Level 17

* Celestial Convergence: Level 1

* Mark of the Crijik (V): Level 3

* Eye of the Crijik (III): Level 11

Geez. These past seven months have been good to me. It was worth the constant sparring.

[Mana: 40,618 -> 51,893]

Eleven thousand, two hundred and seventy-five mana. That was how much I’d gained over the past two hundred and five days.

Too many System notifications had flashed in front of my eyes for me to take note of them all, so I’d grouped them into mass categories based on how my overall skills had changed.

[Earth Creation (VI): Level 8 -> Earth Creation (VIII): Level 6.]

For obvious reasons, my [Earth Creation] skill was the highest growing skill. The growth despite its higher rank was, quite frankly, insane, and I could conjure small buildings at a whim now. The more it leveled, the faster my country of stone grew.

When I reached a high enough rank, would I be able to create a whole world with a gesture?

[Earth Manipulation (VI): Level 11 -> Earth Manipulation (VII): Level 5.]

[Earthen Spear (II): Level 12 -> Earthen Spear (III): Level 19.]

[Stone Grasp (II): Level 15 -> Stone Grasp (IV): Level 4.]

[Fire Pillar: Level 1 -> Fire Pillar (II): Level 14.]

[Metal Spear: Level 1 -> Metal Spear (III): Level 18.]

[Metal Shield: Level 1 -> Metal Shield (II): Level 15.]

[Metal Manipulation (II): Level 15 -> Metal Manipulation (IV): Level 11.]

[Water Manipulation: Level 19 -> Water Manipulation (II): Level 16.]

[Fire Manipulation: Level 19 -> Fire Manipulation (II): Level 18.]

The other high growers had been my battle abilities and manipulation skills. Constant sparring had taken place in preparation for Inné’s arrival, with our plans and spars constantly feeling fresh as William changed up our practice schedules and thought of new ways for us to level our skills. Doing things repetitively helped us level, but using our abilities in creative ways improved us by leaps and bounds.

On top of that, I had also gained a new ability.

[Wind Manipulation].

That one was turning out to be a major powerhouse, just like the other manipulation skills.

It turned out that [Wisdom] was just as effective at improving people as it was at solving problems. I had only scratched the surface of the skill’s abilities, but William was starting to terrify me, and I knew why the empire was wary of his existence.

Alone, he was merely strong.

With an army and time to grow, he would be unstoppable.

Thankfully, William was born with a good head on his shoulders. And a suit of armor on his skin. The world will only improve as he ages.

I turned toward the final group of changes.

[Meditation (VI): Level 15 -> Meditation (VI): Level 19.]

[Mana Manipulation (V): Level 10 -> Mana Manipulation (VI): Level 15.]

[Mana Sense (V): Level 8 -> Mana Sense (VI): Level 18.]

[Mana Vitality (II): Level 16 -> Mana Vitality (IV): Level 2.]

[Mana Sanctuary (III): Level 19 -> Mana Sanctuary (IV): Level 18.]

[Mana Communication (II): Level 19 -> Mana Communication (III): Level 5.]

[Spirit Communication (IV): Level 1 -> Spirit Communication (IV): Level 19.]

[Symbol Inscription (II): Level 3 -> Symbol Inscription (II): Level 17.]

[Mark of the Crijik (III): Level 18 -> Mark of the Crijik (V): Level 3.]

[Eye of the Crijik: Level 14 -> Eye of the Crijik (III): Level 11.]

[Meditation] hadn’t leveled much because I’d been too busy to meditate, and [Fear Tolerance], [Pain Tolerance], [Mana Affinity], and [Celestial Convergence] hadn’t leveled at all. I was sad about that last one, since I’d immediately tried to use [Celestial Convergence] the moment I could access my divine mana and I’d failed.

It won’t matter anyway. William’s plans call for Gerial to distract the cardinals during the ascension. Even if I did succeed in opening a portal, I couldn’t accept Gerial going through it. Though a few armies would be really helpful.

Logically, Gerial was more useful outside of the Phoenix’s realm, but I really wanted to see my brother again. His constant waves of text messages wasn’t enough to fill the void of his friendship.

“Andross!”

A voice broke through my concentration, and I looked up with a smile.

Roxxy emerged from behind a river of water and bounced lightly off of it, puddles of liquid emerging underneath her feet and guiding her path down from the sky. Droplets accompanied her down, each one flowing into the shape of a fish as it moved.

Then I saw part of the river diverge, rocketing toward me with the speed and ferocity of a killer whale. I clenched my fingers into fists and the earth trembled around me, rising to meet the water.

Two blue eyes broke through the stones, a wide smile on her features.

“That’s right. It’s sparring time.”


48 KIDNEY STONES HURT? TRY POPPING A COUNTRY OUT OF YOUR BODY


Ijumped back as Roxxy smashed into the ground where I’d been standing, a tidal wave of water exploding outward at her landing. Her [Water Manipulation] abilities had already outclassed mine, but now the difference between us was like a stream and an ocean. After seven months of nonstop practice, she was one with the element, using it without thinking or feeling, as though it were a part of her very being.

Four different streams shot toward me, each one punching into my body with the force of an avalanche.

I froze.

Not voluntarily. My body simply couldn’t move.

A quick look down confirmed my suspicions. Roxxy had mixed in tendrils of connection mana with the water. They clung to me, robbing me of my movements. Once, controlling both elements at once had been impossible for her. Fortunately for Roxxy, she was a genius capable of getting into Koshima with her weaker element.

“Dance for me.” Roxxy smiled.

Her hands mimicked a puppeteer and my body twitched in response to her words.

“No, I don’t think I will.” I smiled. “[Earth Creation].”

A stone the size of a building materialized around Roxxy in a swirl pattern. I had grown more proficient in both the amount of earth I could conjure and the shape of it. If I wanted to, I could even create a crude house with windows with a thought.

However, that was only a distraction.

“[Mana Sanctuary]”

An ocean of gold spilled forth from within me, enveloping the mana around me and instantly disrupting the connection between Roxxy and I. My body could once again move freely, and I conjured a stream of silver from my inventory that shot toward her.

In seconds she was wrapped up in sheets of metal up to her chin.

“Looks like I win,” I said.

“You’re forgetting something important.” Roxxy’s eyes twinkled.

“Oh? And what’s that?”

Roxxy clapped her hands together underneath the metal, and the world lit up around me. “I have an Amanda,”

The world exploded into flames as Amanda and Agni landed beside me in their merged form, their golden wings illuminating the world. Six claws of golden flames rushed toward me, their heat melting the nearby stones into molten lava.

I crushed the first claw with a shot of my [Heart-Silver] spear. The second and third grasped at me, but a stream of water hit both in the palms as I took control of Roxxy’s river.

[Stone Grasp].

The golden flames were too powerful to be stopped by water, but it slowed them down long enough for two massive stone hands to rise from underneath them and wrapped around them, trapping them with the water.

As they struggled, I conjured a [Metal Spear] and threw it at Amanda, accompanied by five more. She raised her hand and a wall of golden flames appeared in front of her, knocking my spears out of their trajectories through sheer pressure.

My [Mana Sense] gave me a clear picture of the world behind the flames, and a flash of panic hit me as one of the metal spears made it through and I felt it stab into the flesh of her arm.

With a swift motion I focused on redirecting my spear, sending it upward before it could hurt Amanda further. In seconds, golden flames had gathered around the cut I’d made, and Amanda’s flesh healed in an instant, her skin baby-soft and unblemished.

Her regeneration abilities had grown to an insane level.

Oops. I shouldn’t have done that.

My distraction allowed the fifth and sixth claws of fire to make it through my defenses, breaking apart the river of water and burning through the stone.

[Metal Shield].

The silver around me hardened and deflected one of the claws with ease. The other claw pivoted around the shield in front of it as Amanda took control, and it slammed into my body, breaking through the protection of my robes and sizzling against my skin.

Golden light spilled out from my pores as [Mana Vitality] protected me from most of the damage, but as the flames died away, I knew that the final part had been negated by Amanda herself.

“Looks like it’s our victory,” Amanda said, her flames dispersing to reveal a wide smile. “Team Roxmanda wins again.”

I heard a groan, and I realized it was coming from me. Amanda giggled and her golden wings retracted, and Agni appeared on her head. The little Phoenix raised a wing at me, and I waved back.

“An ambush?” I asked, my voice carrying a hint of humor. “That’s just on the nose.”

“We need to practice them.” Amanda smiled.

“Hey, can someone get me out of this thing!” Roxxy shouted.

I waved my hand and the silver sheet melted away from Roxxy. She jumped up and stepped through the air on droplets of water, landing beside me with a whistle, mana floating around her gently.

She winked at me in greeting. “I totally get why magician’s stick to towers now.” Roxxy waved her fingers, and dual waves of connection and water mana flowed through the gaps, overlapping and separating with her will. “If someone sticks to the same place long enough, they can gather enough mana to do amazing things.”

“Ambushing a Marked one, for example?” I asked.

Roxxy’s lips broke out in a grin. “I’m not so lacking in optimism now. But it’s you two that’ll be doing the heavy lifting.”

“You did great,” Amanda said. “Let’s go check on Mr. Wisdom,”

“I’ll lead the way,” Roxxy said, her cheerful mood infectious. “I think he convinced Gerial that wearing a blonde wig was vital to his plans last time.”

Is that true? Agni chirped.

“Ha, if that’s true then I want to see it,” I replied. “What are the odds, Agni?”

One hundred percent, the little Phoenix chirped merrily.

We made our way into the mansion, and I felt the water drop onto the ground outside as Roxxy’s focus shifted onto the boy in the main lobby area.

William was the busiest of all of us.

Sitting among a stack of papers taller than a library, his job was the one we couldn’t see, and also the most important.

Like an invisible hand behind a board, he was organizing events in the outside world with startling clarity, making sure that Gerial and the church of the Crijik were occupying the attention of Inné’s church and all of their allies. At the same time, he was able to craft plans and strategies that had convinced the outside world that I was back in the church’s protective embrace.

As of today, everyone somehow thought I had attended three diplomatic events accompanied by Gold, William, and Amanda, and visited Koshima Academy with Roxxy. Multiple people had also seen me traveling and chatting happily with Gerial.

How did he do it? I wondered. Golems maybe. Or body doubles. Well, I suppose as long as it works then it’s fine. But the curiosity might kill me.

Today, he looked particularly stressed.

“Hey William, long day?” Amanda asked.

“Always.” William shot her a tired grin. “I’d love to talk for a minute, if you guys have got time to rest.”

A cheeky grin crossed my lips. “I think I can spare a minute from my busy schedule. Though I hear I’ve got another diplomatic meeting tonight.”

“Ohh, that sounds important.” Roxxy perked up. “You can’t miss that.”

Andross is big on diplomacy, Agni agreed.

“He won’t. Andross, you’ll be there no matter what,” William replied. “It’s a very public one, and we want the church of Inné to think you’re far away enough that you can’t interfere with the ascension. It’ll make them think you’re keeping out of their business and help lower their guard.”

I’m almost afraid to ask how he’ll pull that off.

“I played chess once. I lost.” I chuckled. “So, it’s a good thing I’m not playing against you.”

“He lost more than once,” Roxxy added.

“Shh.”

William glanced at me, and his eyebrow rose.

“I can see you holding back,” he said. “What did you want to ask me?”

“Oh, um, yeah.” I scratched my head awkwardly. “Have you heard from Kyle? Or anything about him?”

I winced as William’s lips pursed. It was a question I asked once a month, and every time his answer was the same.

“There has been no news about the Marked one of Artus,” William said coldly.

For people who have never held a proper conversation, he’s awfully icy when it comes to the topic of Kyle.

I had a suspicion that Kyle and William were opposites in a way different to Fue and Artus. The Marked one of Artus was the one person that William couldn’t predict, and to make it worse, Kyle’s chaos magic made planning obsolete at the click of a finger.

In other words, Kyle was William’s natural enemy. A predator for whom William had no counter.

“I’m sorry.” William rubbed the ridge of his nose and sighed. “I know he saved you. And I am searching. The church is as well. Though Gerial is just as fond of him as I am.”

“He’ll be out there somewhere,” I said, my conviction real. “I find it hard to believe that anyone could kill him with the amount of chaos that must be gathering outside.”

“That is a very worrying statement for me.” William shot me a wry smile to show me that he was joking. “Gerial says to check your messages.” He added. “He has been invited to the ascension ceremony and has confirmed that he will be in attendance. We expect the church of Inné to make their move soon. They’ll probably assign a few cardinals to ‘give him a tour’ during the day of the ascension.”

The cardinals? Agni let out a chirrup of shock. Out of all of us, she knew how dangerous they were.

“Wait, what?” I froze. “Won’t that be extremely dangerous? He’ll be among a sea of enemies!”

William shook his head. “With the other Marked ones and the six churches present, attacking a Marked one without being attacked first would be tantamount to suicide. Inné would be annihilated by their combined might, and even his own followers might turn against him. After all, he won’t be their leader anymore after today unless he succeeds, so the threat of retribution for their rebellion is low. They’d rather appease the churches and the living Marked ones than fear the wrath of a dead one.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true,” I said reluctantly.

William’s features softened. “If all goes according to plan, he won’t even be fighting. I’ve been maneuvering everyone into position for months based on the worst case scenarios, but if Gerial does everything right, and the church, too, then nobody will even know that there’s a battle going on in here. To them, Inné will enter the rift and simply live or die.”

That’s true, I thought. If all goes perfectly, they won’t know we were even here.

“I think the room is spinning. Wait, no, that’s just my head.” Roxxy winced dramatically and gripped her forehead. “Is it possible for plans to make someone’s head explode?”

“Absolutely,” I replied, ignoring William’s incoming objection. “That’s why we have to make sure William doesn’t overdo it.”

“I’m on it!” Roxxy smiled.

“Me, too!” Amanda agreed.

On the job! Agni chirped.

William’s suspicious gaze fell onto the trio. “What are you on?”

His words were met with a splash of water as Roxxy drenched him, giggling the enter time. Then Agni and Amanda sent puffs of flame toward him, drying the water immediately and also frizzing his hair. Their fine control over the heat and damage of their attacks had become apparent over the past few months.

“Okay, if it’s a fight you want, it’s a fight you’ll get!” William roared, his tension draining away as his lips tugged into a smile.

I knew the situation would only devolve from there, so I stayed long enough to see William draw out his sword, but not long enough to see how he’d use it. Last time he had managed to snag the back of Amanda’s hood with the hilt and careen her into the roof. She’d been stuck for five minutes as all the non-golden fire that she conjured froze in place.

Roxxy was a tougher matchup. She had no issue with the cold.

Gerial. Gerial. Gerial. I should talk to Gerial.

I wandered past the mansion’s rooms. I’d started shifting through each one every week to break up the monotony, and so I’d become comfortable with every part of the building. However, I also lost track of which rooms held what items sometimes, especially the ones like my texting regent since I took it out of my inventory so often that I’d decided to simply leave it out.

It should be here.

The creak of a wooden door shrieked through the room, startling its sole occupant.

Hey! Too loud! Gold need beauty sleep time, Gold chirped angrily.

“Why on earth did Roxxy teach you about that?” I hid my growing smile behind my palm. “Not every sleep is beauty sleep Gold.”

Liar. This is why Andross’s skin so pale. Gold replied. Despite his attitude, he swooped over to my shoulder from his perch, dropping a glowing twig in my hand.

“Another one?” I blinked in surprise. “You really crafted the entire supply. That was meant to last you a lifetime.”

Gold puffed up his chest proudly and raised his wings in triumph. I am Gold. Creator of shields. Fear me.

The puffer squawked as I tapped his cheek playfully, and then immediately grew loving as I opened my palm to reveal a treat inside.

Gold had been hard at work, and now there was a mass of twigs in my inventory. Each one was a shielding regent. I could equip a small army if I wanted to.

The number of barrier regents here is insane.

With a swipe of my hand, I picked up my texting regent, and a flood of messages greeted me.

[HI SON, how’s it going? All good?] My father had sent. [Your mother wants to hear more about your trip. You should message her tonight.]

[Andross, your father is in trouble for burning dinner. He wants you to message me so that I’ll be distracted and won’t punish him with chore work. Please make sure to remind him to complete the following list I am about to send you while we talk. Love you.] My mother’s message had come in right after my father’s.

I’ll tell grandpa about that one. He’ll get a kick out of it.

The rest of the messages were all from a single person.

[Hi brother.]

[The ascension is coming up. Not mine, obviously. The other one.]

[I’ve decided to attend in person. William will tell you it was the optimal plan, but I pushed him to find the best way to use me.]

[I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be right on the other side of the rift, supporting you.]

[The moment you do what needs to be done, use [Celestial Convergence] to get everyone out of there. I’ll be waiting for it, and I’ve made it my priority.]

[Do not worry about me.]

[Seriously, I’ll be fine. I’m super strong.]

[Stay safe. And best of luck. I know you can do it.]

I felt the warmth and comfort in his message, and then spent a minute working out what I wanted to send back.

[You should be staying safe. William said there won’t be any fighting on your end if everything goes right. It’ll just be a bunch of sitting, and I hope that’s all it is.] I texted back. [You’re strong, but I still worry about you. We all do. Make sure that your safety is the priority, not waiting for us. The safer you are, the safer we’ll be. Remember, this isn’t a game or strategy. You’re not some big piece on a board to be used. You’re my family, and my friend, and when we win, I want you to be there to celebrate. With all of us.]

I sent the message, but there was no reply. Judging from what William had said, Gerial was likely already at the ascension platform or nearby.

Those messages I’d received might be the last I’d see until after the ascension.

“I’m going to head to sleep,” I told Gold.

The puffer looked at me incredulously. I woke up. Andross can’t sleep now. You woke me up.

“Oops.” I rubbed my neck, looking down in shame. “Sorry. I kind of forgot you were in here. Amanda, Agni and Roxxy ambushed me. They won, by the way.”

Good. Gold huffed, but then he let out a mirthful chirp and hopped onto the bed, gathering dirt around his body and forming a small nest which he sat in the middle of. With a pat of his wing, he motioned for me to take the other parts not claimed by him, and I chuckled.

I laid out across the mattress and quickly relaxed, the tension of the upcoming ascension draining away as I focused on what I could change.

Soon, I would see my grandfather again⁠—

SLAM.

“What the Fue?!”

I fell out of the bed and Gold cheeped in surprise as Amanda strode through the room, nearly breaking my door in the process.

“Agni is resting with Roxxy because we used too much magic between practice, you, and then William. Gah. Pain tolerance is an amazing skill, and I hate that I have it,” she threw her hands up in the air. “How did you get it to such a high level? No, you know what, I don’t want to know because that’s either a really good thing or a really sad thing. Possibly both. Wait, Andross, where are you?”

“I’m here,” I groaned from the floor.

I’d fallen on the side of the bed facing away from the door, so she couldn’t see me behind the mattress.

“What the heck are you doing down there?”

With a swift push I lifted myself off the floor, glaring at Amanda.

“The slamming door might have had something to do with it,” I replied.

“Oops, my bad. I didn’t know you’d get scared.” Amanda’s eyelashes fluttered innocently. “I thought you were a big strong Marked one now.”

Andross’s expression funny. Do it again! Gold’s melodic chirrups fell over me.

“That’s a great idea, Gold.” Amanda beamed.

Amanda turned back, springing on the soles of her feet as she bounced out of the room and into the mansion corridor. A moment later I heard the sound of knuckles wrapping on the entrance.

Knock. Knock.

I rubbed my chin pensively. “I wonder who that could be.”

“It’s me!” a cheerful voice said.

“Amanda? What a surprise. Come in, come in.”

SLAM.

“I’m so sick and tired of [Pain Tolerance].” Amanda declared, once again striding through the room.

She’s going to break that door if she’s not careful.

The joy of living with friends was discovering new things about them. For example, when Amanda stayed cooped up in her makeshift cultivation cave all day practicing how to manipulate her golden flames, she got really chatty afterwards.

I wasn’t a huge talker, and neither was Amanda, usually, but it felt nice to talk after hours of meditation. Banter during spars didn’t count.

“[Pain Tolerance] is a blessing and a curse,” I agreed. “No book today?”

Books good. I like the ones. With birds, Gold chirped with joy. Why puffers never the lead?

“Because the other birds would get jealous,” I replied.

Gold nodded sagely.

I smiled. Our chats were often after hours in my room or hers, sometimes with a book in hand. Since we’d been here for months, Amanda had run out of new things to read, and she had convinced me to begin. The piles of fiction books had been daunting at first. I read on occasion, but not as obsessively as my friend. Also, most of my reading was non-fiction so I could learn more about the world.

We were silent during those times, but I found reading books alongside her to be one of the more enjoyable parts of the week.

The feeling of being comfortable while doing something we liked was nice.

“Naw, no book today, I have my mind on battle.” Amanda strode toward me.

She nudged my side and I conceded, shifting around so that my feet were dangling off the side of the bed.

“The healing sped up again. Now I’m recovering from gouges in the blink of an eye. If the Phoenixes’ bloodline boost is designed to let me regenerate then we shouldn’t be hiding from that,” Amanda said. “We should be testing its limits.”

She fell back-first onto the bed as she spoke, her robes flowing out as she pushed me aside and wriggling upward until she’d claimed the entire top half of the mattress. That included my two pillows, though she left Gold’s nest alone, much to the puffer’s joy.

“Is this about the spar?” I asked.

“You stopped your spear the moment it hit me.”

Amanda nodded, and I chuckled as strands of red hair flipped over at the movement, covering her eyes. She coughed lightly and pulled them away, revealing two bright eyes.

No more spars. Amanda punishment. For waking Andross, Gold chirped with amusement, fanning the flames like a rascal.

“That doesn’t sound like treat talk,” Amanda said.

Andross is wrong. Doesn’t need sleep. Gold immediately changed his tune. Amanda very beautiful. Beauty sleep working.

“That’s better.” Amanda giggled.

I watched their antics with a smile. “Sorry for not stabbing you.”

“It’s fine. It’s fine. Well, it’s not fine. Why do all of you want me to go slow! Ugh. I hate this. Let’s just chop off my arm and see if it grows back in time.”

I flicked her arm, and she retaliated with a puff of flames that washed over my cheek.

“None of us like hurting you,” I said.

“I know, I know.” Amanda waved her hand dismissively. “But it’s my life on the line. If I don’t know how much damage I can take, then I can’t prepare properly. And we don’t even know what your connection does.”

The Phoenix doesn’t even know that.

I flexed my fingers experimentally and watched as connection mana flowed along the bond that the Phoenix had established with my seven months ago. It had told me that it had empowered me, but none of us had figured out how.

All we knew was that my manapool was completely unrestrained now.

“Have you tried cutting off a limb?” Amanda asked.

I think we need to stop reading the horror section of her library books for a while, I thought. She gets really out there with the suggestions when we do.

“You know I haven’t. If regular cuts don’t regenerate like yours do, I don’t see why my limbs would. The guardian of reincarnation,” I murmured. “I really hope I don’t have to test my ability by getting my head lopped off.”

“Andross, don’t even joke about that,” Amanda replied sharply, much to my surprise. “I can joke about cutting off an arm, but you are not losing your head on me.”

“Okay, sorry.” I raised my hands up defensively. “That wasn’t a suggestion, I was just commenting.”

Amanda leaned further back, her hand raised out to scratch Gold’s belly. I could see a weariness in her movements that dug deeper than bones. Using the golden flames was exhausting for Amanda, but they affected Agni on a physical level.

We all need our rest today, I thought. More than any other day.

“One hour and a half,” she said. “That’s how long I can be golden Amanda for.”

“Golden Amanda?” I asked.

Her cheeks flushed red, matching her hair, and

“There’s no skill accompanying it because it’s more like all of my fire mana transforms. So, I wanted to give it my own name. Golden Amanda. Because I’m gold when I use the bloodline,” she said. “It fits. See?”

“That is…a unique and wonderful name.”

“Hey! I can hear you judging me. You’re definitely no better,” she protested.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I am definitely a better namer than you. It’s a fact.”

The bed wobbled as Amanda moved onto her side, her eyes twinkling as they gazed into mine.

“Do you remember the very first day we met?” she asked. “You said you called Gold, Gold.”

I vaguely recall something like that. But I sense a trap coming on.

“Maybe,” I said. “Why?”

“You called him Gold because you’re Silver. Gold and Silver.” Amanda giggled. “So good at naming.”

She’s right. Gold chirped. That is why. I remember.

It was my turn to blush.

“The reason didn’t sound so corny in my head when I offered him the name.” I bit my lip. “Okay, maybe you’re right. We’re both terrible at names.”

“Or equally terrific,” Amanda amended.

We fell silent, but I knew what Amanda was thinking, and she knew what I was thinking. It was the same thing on all of our minds all month.

Tomorrow was Inné. The day of the week, not the divine.

That meant that the ascension was tomorrow.

The mattress trembled underneath me, shaking minutely due to an external source, and I traced the origin back to Amanda.

Her back is trembling.

My friend had put on a brave face, and cultivated a relaxed attitude, but she couldn’t hide her true feelings forever. She was loud, and brash, and all of it was to distract herself from the time that was quickly approaching.

“It’s going to be alright.” I clasped my hand over her shoulder, and her hair flared up lightly. “An hour and a half, you said? Is that just for the golden flames?”

“A little over an hour.” Amanda smiled. “Then another half an hour while transformed with Agni. It takes me about an hour to recharge on both, then I can go again. William says I should go in with the transformation, and then switch to the golden flames in my manapool. That gives me another go of the first skill it since it’s gotten time to recharge by the time I run out of natural flames.”

“Smart. Are you regenerating the entire time?” I asked.

“Enough to regrow an arm,” she shot me a wavering grin. “Not that I’ve tried it in secret. That would be crazy.”

“It sure would be.”

Amanda can be crazy. Gold chirped.

She definitely hasn’t. [Pain Tolerance] can’t hide the shout that would come from that kind of pain.

I stared at the ceiling, my emotions uncertain.

We all knew what was on the line.

If the Phoenix died, then Agni and Amanda would die with it.

Roxxy had spent months confirming that fact, and yet it still stung when she had.

The feeling weighing down on me was a new one. When it came to Oubliez, the Gesti, Yeux and the church of Artus, it had always been my life and future on the line. Now, it didn’t matter if I lived or died because if I failed, then Amanda and Agni would die. My grandfather and his community would die.

And the chances were high that I would have to live with those consequences.

This might be the last time we see each other.

A hush fell over the room and as the minutes passed, her breathing grew steadier, matching mine, and soon her shivering stopped. We laid back on my bed, enjoying the peaceful silence as it spread out across the hour. Sometimes, Amanda calmed her nerves by talking for hours on end. This wasn’t one of those times.

A swirl of thoughts vied for my attention, but I allowed them to slide away as I focused on what was important.

If, and only if, this was my last time seeing Amanda. What would I want to do? And say?

“Hey, Amanda,” I said.

The girl beside me jolted in surprise, and I saw her eyelids fluttering open. She’d been falling asleep.

I chuckled and stopped talking, but she waved her hand for me to continue.

“What are you thinking?” Amanda asked, her voice soft.

What am I thinking?

There was no doubt in my mind that we would succeed tomorrow. But if we didn’t, I didn’t want to leave regrets behind.

“Do you want to see my memories? The ones from my past life, I mean,” I said.

“Fue, yes!”

Amanda darted up, her hair whipping around her dangerously as she looked down at me.

“You’re not joking, right?” she said. “Right?? I heard you say it. Gold heard it, too. No take backs.”

Andross said it, Gold chirped merrily. Gold heard it.

“I’m not joking,” I confirmed it for both of them. “Really.”

Amanda pushed herself off the bed. Her hair fell across her shoulders, and with a hop and a skip she darted up to the door with far more energy than she’d had a few seconds ago.

Then she swayed on her feet, the fatigue hitting her.

“I’m falling asleep while standing.” Amanda smiled. “But now I have something else to look forward to. I’ll hold you to your promise.”

“I’ll be waiting for you to cash in on it.” I shot her a grin in return. “Just give me time to edit them.”

“Nuh uh.” Amanda wagged her finger at me. “I want to see everything.”

“Ha, we’ll see,” I replied.

She grasped the door handle, and then looked back at me with a twinkle in her eye. “Hey, Andross Silver.”

I returned her gaze. “Hey, Amanda Mitra.”

“We’re going to fight a Marked one at his own ascension, to save a beautiful maiden and legendary Phoenix.” Amanda’s smile widened into a grin. “When we win, I’m definitely going to write a book about this. But I’ll change all our names.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. “What’s my name going to be?”

“Pit donkey, of course,” she stated. “Goodnight!”

Amanda stepped through the door and closed it gently behind her before I could protest, and I fell back onto my mattress with a smile on my face.

In seconds, I had drifted off to sleep.


49 THE INEVITABLE ALWAYS ARRIVES


Today, my grandfather was waiting for me atop the mountain peak. We’d come to enjoy it as our main meeting spot, and the view was spectacular. The First Night was a strange place. The world was aflame, but ever since I had entered the Phoenix’s realm it had grown livelier. There was something about watching a torn world heal that brought peace to my soul.

Unlike the other days, William didn’t appear. Nor did Amanda, or Agni. Or even Roxxy.

Tonight, none of my friends would join me in my dream.

“The day has come.” Veral said. “They’ve moved us into the rooms behind the ascension platform. Just like your friend William predicted.”

A shiver ran down my spine.

“Inné is making the final preparations for the ceremony. We have less than a day left.” Veral continued. “When the ascension begins, he wants us as close to the rift as possible, so that the connection between us will be at its peak and make the realm easier to open.”

His words were succinct, and factual, but despite their contents, my grandfather didn’t look worried.

“I should go back,” I said. “There might be other details I missed.”

There was a downward push as something clasped me in its grip. I looked down and saw five weathered fingers and a gentle smile.

My grandfather had grabbed my wrist.

“Grandson, we talk so much about others, and of plans. This night, I would like to talk to you” Veral’s eyes softened. “Resting your mind is just as important as resting your body.”

Old man Andross is right. A chirp hit my ears. Resting good. Dream is treat. But for insides.

I looked up in time to see Gold sweeping down, his purple and black feathers glistening in the sunlight. He’d started entering the dream realm even without Roxxy’s help, and I was glad to see him.

“All right, let’s do it.” I smiled. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Your connection with the concept of reincarnation,” Veral answered immediately. “No need to hide it. I’ve known for months. I can sense it within you, just as it lies within me. It has done so ever since I was touched by the Phoenix. But unlike me, I do not believe your attachment to reincarnation comes from the Phoenix.”

Gold chirped with surprise, mimicking my shock.

“Oh?” I froze.

I hadn’t been expecting that.

“The answer might surprise you. I’m not sure it’s the best time to tell it,” I answered carefully. “Not that I never will. It’s just that not even my parents know.”

“But your friends do, yes?” he asked.

“They do,” I admitted.

“I follow the old traditions, grandson, and I have discovered the object of my worship is real. Little surprises me anymore,” my grandfather smiled wickedly. “You have proven yourself my family several times over and I am not here to judge you. I simply wish to hear your story. The full tale of the only grandson I have, and who I may never speak to again.”

His words were spoken quietly, and confidently, and I found I had nothing to argue with. This was a man whose life was on the line. Who I was placing my own life on the line for. He was family, and he was also my friend.

For months, we had talked about our lives, and laughed as family should.

Now, he wanted to talk about my other life.

And I don’t think I feel bad about that.

“Okay.” I shuffled upright, straightening my back. “Let’s start from the beginning, with the birth of a young baby boy named Andross Silver.”

[image: ]


Shock and wonder were the emotions I left behind when I woke up. A massive smile illuminated my features, and I knew that because I immediately spotted it in a mirror. Then I remembered what day it was, and I wondered if I should wipe the grin off my face. As I pulled off my covers, I decided not to.

That’s one more person who knows about me, and it was the right time to tell him.

Gold joined me, donning my shoulder as I walked through the hallways of the mansion.

“Good morning sleepy head,” Roxxy’s cheery voice greeted me. “And to you, too, Gold.”

Morning, Gold chirped happily.

“Good morning to you, too.” I waved at my friend as she stepped beside me.

The water and connection magician had donned her finest magician robes and tied her blonde hair up in a bun, fully prepared for the battle ahead. There was a spring in her step that spoke of a good night’s rest, and a slight tension in her shoulders that told me she was feeling anxious about the day to come.

I didn’t blame her.

“There you two are,” William’s voice boomed in my ears. “How did you sleep?”

“Like a person who just told his grandfather about his reincarnation,” I replied cheerfully.

Roxxy and William both paused. The strategist had already set up in his nest of papers, and if it wasn’t for the tidy look of his skin and the lack of bags under his eyes, I would have suspected him of sleeping among the stacks.

As always, his blue crystal sword was by his side. Layers of ice spread out from it’s edge, and I shivered. The sword looked like it would do more damage after it struck thanks to it’s ice enchantments.

I would hate for that to cut my skin.

“Looks like it went well,” Roxxy broke the silence first.

Very surprised. Much shock, Gold chirped in reply.

“Not to mention he was also very accepting,” I said. “It helped that I could mold the dream to show him my emotions, and some of my memories.”

Oh, wait, I mentioned my memories.

Roxxy had joked about them for months whenever she could, and I expected the same now. So, I was surprised when she continued walking silently until we reached the first stack of papers.

Then she clapped her hand on my shoulder, pulling me slightly to the side so that I was facing her directly. “That’s nice. I’m happy for you.”

“I am, too,” William added. “I know telling your family has been a harder choice for you.”

“Thanks.” I raked my fingers through my hair sheepishly. “I was expecting a more mocking response.”

“I’ll give you one of those, too, later on.” Roxxy winked at me. “For now, enjoy the rare appearance of kind Roxxy, who is elegant, beautiful, and amazingly humble.”

I hid the grin spreading throughout my lips as I passed Roxxy and took a seat on the nearby couch. Roxxy sat on the armrest, relaxing and flopping back until her neck and back were resting on the top of the couch cushions.

Amanda and Agni joined us soon after, their eyes blazing with golden flames. They had recharged to full power, and I could feel the call of her bloodline emanating majesty and authority over the space around us.

We feel mighty, Agni chirped. Ready to fight.

“You’re going to throw a country at Inné,” Amanda said. “And right after you do that, we’re going to burn it down with him inside it.”

“Glad to see my plans can be summarized so succinctly,” William said dryly.

A flash of light distracted Amanda from replying, and I glanced over to see William’s texting regent flickering with a new message. William’s eyes narrowed as he skimmed over the note, and he exhaled deeply, the stress of the long months exiting his body in one go.

What is it? Gold chirped.

He still can’t understand us, Agni replied in a sing-song tweet.

“The ascension has begun.” William’s words halted the jovial mood that was building. “It’s time.”

He waved his hand, and the mansion vanished around us. The papers he had written, and the rooms we had slept in, were no longer necessary. They would only hold us down.

The preparation had been completed. Now was the time for action.

Agni’s feathers rustled, and Gold grasped more twigs in his talons than he could safely hold. Amanda scratched her arm, her hair and skin transforming into flames and then back to normal as she brought her nerves underway. Roxxy had her telltale smile, poking Amanda on the shoulder playfully as William stood up and clasped his blue crystal sword.

My friends turned to look at me, their eyes growing resolute. Their conviction didn’t come from my divine status. It stemmed from their trust in me.

In the end, I was the one that would lead them.

“Let’s go,” I said.

The moment I spoke the words, the space around me shifted. Every day we had felt Inné’s divine mana intrude from the entrance of the right, but this was different.

Something is coming, Agni chirped.

“Inné,” Amanda said.

With the mansion gone, we were surrounded by our elements. Roxxy drew the water toward her, leaving a quarter of it for me to command. Amanda wove the pillars of flame into giant claws, each one deep red and deadly hot.

[Earth Manipulation].

I spread my palms apart and the country around us split apart to reveal the void beyond. Countless miles of stone stood by, waiting for my command. Not all of them would be used today. Or maybe they would.

It was impossible to tell. All I could do was rely on the fact that they were there.

“This is where I leave.” Roxxy said. “Thanks for the gift, I’ll use it well.”

Beside me, Roxxy had stored all of the water she’d be using inside her inventory. When the final stream disappeared, something glimmered bright in her hand, reflecting the light of Amanda’s flame claws. Roxxy twirled it between her fingers, revealing a badge made of silver.

Inscribed on it was Oubliez’s rune.

I had spent a lot of time crafting the badge, and others like it. Another one of William’s plans.

Better not to think about them. The more I do, the higher the risk that Inné will notice something’s wrong.

“No need for that frown. This symbol hid from his eyes before, and it will again.” Roxxy waved the badge at me. “Good luck, and make sure you have fun.”

Roxxy activated the rune and disappeared from my sight. There was a slight delay before I found her again, the rune was hard to locate even when I knew what I was looking for.

She was right in front of me.

A finger poked my cheek playfully, and then she was off, dancing across the sky accompanied by droplets of water shaped like fish. I watched her go with a flash of concern. She was integral to the fight, but also the most at risk.

“Are you sure you want to join in?” I asked. “He doesn’t have to know you’re here.”

“If all of you fight, then I fight with you,” William said. “It’s as simple as that.”

It is time. Gold was the one to interrupt us. I see it. The shiny hole.

“That’s my cue,” William said. “Remember, plans fall apart. Trust in yourselves, and I believe anything is possible.”

Is that what [Wisdom] has divined? Agni asked.

Before Amanda could translate, William shot the little Phoenix a wry smile. “No, that’s just William talking.”

Our strategist disappeared, the flash of a silver badge the last thing I saw of him. And then we were alone.

Two birds. Two humans.

One divine.

Inné could enter the rift alone. Or he could be accompanied by a dozen cardinals. It was impossible to tell until he walked through.

“Gerial will pull through,” Amanda said. “He’s stronger than us. He might not even be fighting on the other end if all of William’s plans go well.”

“Of course, they will,” I agreed. “Nobody out there will even know anything is wrong.”

It’s out of our hands, either way. It always was, I thought. William’s months of work and Gerial’s actions are what we have to rely on. And I trust both with my life.

I glanced up into the sky and saw that my companion was right. The rift was starting to open, and I could sense flashes of an endless stream of powerful mana beyond it. Golden light was spewing forth, its presence blinding my senses.

Something is coming, Agni chirped.

It feels like Andross. Gold added. But stronger.

The duo’s chirps contained surprise, and Amanda’s flames wavered as a presence enveloped us, accompanied by a flood of golden mana. Like a god bringing light onto a dark world, the divine mana beyond the rift was a thing of beauty and terror. Its presence was agony, the weight of the undeniable pushing down upon my shoulders.

So, that’s the mana of the ascension. I never realized it would be so bright.

And through it walked a single man.

Inné, the divine of war.


50 DIVINE JUDGEMENT


Amanda stiffened “That’s definitely him⁠—”

Silence fell.

Sudden. Forceful. Hushed.

Amanda froze and her flames gathered around her and Agni protectively as a whisper of power brushed against us. Divinity reverberated through the surroundings, pressing down on my mind and soul.

Alone, we wouldn’t be able to contest its will. But we aren’t alone.

Inné entered through the rift gazed down upon the realm of the Phoenix with contempt. I had seen him several times before, both in battle and outside of it, but now things were different. His skin glowed gold, his eyes blazed with magic, and divine mana ensconced every muscle of his body.

A force greater than my mark pressed down on me, a weight so heavy that I thought it would crush me by merely being nearby. No Marked one could equal it, nor could they surpass it. Horror grew within me as I came face to face with the true challenge I would inevitably be forced to overcome. The ascension. For a thousand years the Marked ones had fought against their destiny and failed. And now, that same tidal wave of destruction was being aimed at me.

I had missed the ascension’s initiation, but now I gazed upon its results. I’d always had an image of the ascension in my mind. I thought that the divine mana descended into the world from the sky. Instead, it flowed directly through the Marked one, empowering him further with every passing second.

What approached was beyond human and monster. Beyond mortal and immortal. Beyond magic and faith. Advancing toward me was an existence that eclipsed all.

He was conflict and authority. He was war and death.

He was divine.

This is Inné, the ascended divine of war. The man we have to defeat.

Inné’s sclera were dull gray, and hair of ash fell over vibrant and tanned skin. Within his eyes was the cold and hard gaze of war, unfeeling and uncaring. Chainmail shifted across his torso and over a tunic as he swiped his sword, and upon his back lay three more encrusted with rust, their hilts embedded into his armor and forming a crown around his head.

But as I gazed upon him, he too gazed upon me. I knew what he saw, and what he felt. My gaze consumed his, for it was the gaze of the divine of death.

He trembled in surprise.

And I smiled.

“Inné, divine of war, captor of my family, and torturer of the Phoenix. I am Andross Silver, Marked one of the Crijik.”

An endless ocean of divine mana roiled and churned within me, and I let it flow out freely, spilling forth into the air and displaying its divine providence for all to see.

“And I am here to judge you,” I said.

A flashing golden light mixed with silver rippled in the air, revealing a divine weapon imbued with the power of a Marked one, and hidden from sight by the rune of a monster.

It was my [Heart-Silver] spear.

My most powerful attack.

The divine spear shot through the air toward the rift of golden light and the divine that had crossed its borders. Aimed directly at his heart, waves of golden mana accompanied the attack, protecting and empowering my spear, and within each mote of light were my intentions guiding them to their target.

He had looked down on me. He had imprisoned me.

Now, he would fear me.

Inné’s stance shifted instantly, and the spear stabbed into his left arm. His flesh bled profusely where it had been struck, my attack piercing his armor and flesh and digging into the bone underneath. He had regents to protect him, but all had been severed by my strongest strike. Inné roared with pain, and there was a flash of silver light. Oubliez’s symbol shattered, and [Heart-Silver] pieces rippled through the air. The spear had been utterly destroyed, but the material was reforming quickly.

Emotions flickered through Inné’s face. There was pain. And confusion. Panic came next.

So delightfully human.

Inné clutched his injured left arm, his face warping with anger and shock.

“CRIJIK.”

“Hello there, Inné. I’ve been waiting for this moment a long time.” My voice echoed back, clashing against his own. “It doesn’t feel so great to be ambushed, does it?”

I raised my hand and dozens of stone blocks transformed into deadly spears around me.

“Now, it’s time for our final clash.”

Inné grasped his left arm, blood pooling across his armor and skin, golden lights flickering underneath the wound. I frowned at the sight. I had been aiming for his heart, but the Marked one of war had placed his arm in the way just in time.

I wouldn’t give him another chance to react.

“[Earthen Spear].” “[Fire Claw].”

Amanda and I spoke in unison and golden flames and mana flowed forth in waves.

A wave of spears and six gigantic claws of flame appeared around me, shooting toward Inné. Each spear was made of stone but empowered by my divine mana. His eyes widened, and his right hand clasped around his sword, unsheathing it in a movement that was faster than my eyes could follow.

The claws were the first to go, each scattering in a burst of flames.

“Fue, that’s bad,” Amanda grunted.

She twirled her fingers, and the scattered flames swirled into miniature tornados, but then Inné stuck again, and this time his blade reached my spears, and I tensed as I lost control of the mana within them. A single flash of his sword cut had cut through all of them, scattering them back into lifeless debris. Destitute flames and broken earth floated around Inné, corpses of the elements that had been so lively only a second before.

I hate that feeling.

“Crijik, you were not supposed to be here.” Inné’s gaze homed in on me, his posture revealing his disbelief.

“I know,” I replied. “Funny how that works out. [Earth Creation].”

A building-sized chunk of stone appeared in midair around Inné.

“[Earth Manipulation].” “[Fire Wall].”

The stone streamed like a river around Inné, blocking him in from all sides, and a golden wall blazed to life as Amanda stepped out in front of me, her golden wings lifting her into the air.

“[Fire Claws], [Fire Claws], [Fire Claws].”

Three blue beads appeared in her hands and exploded outward, releasing waves of fire that scorched the air it passed. Before they could escape toward her enemy, she drew them into her palm, and wove them with her spells into a devastating array of claws. Each one was dipped in blue flames, with veins of gold running through them.

“Gold.” Inné’s eyes narrowed, and his voice boomed across the heavens. “Are you a Marked one?”

“No,” Amanda replied. “But we are going to kill one.”

Stone and claw embraced Inné, and we ordered the elements to squeeze the life out of him.

Swish.

I jolted as the elements came into contact with something greater than them. Stone blocks shattered in boulders, and then those boulders cracked and broke into small shards. The claws held on for longer, scorching Inné’s armor and burning his skin, but they were quickly overwhelmed by the golden lights streaming out of his body.

“Too late,” Inné said. “You should have killed me before the ascension.”

Divine mana spilled forth into the air. With each step Inné took, the golden ocean continued to grow, causing the void to freeze in fear as he stepped forward. His very existence was supreme, and unquestioned.

There had to be tens of thousands of points of divine mana in the air.

Horrifying.

Then, without warning, Inné turned around and sped toward the rift he’d walked through.

“He couldn’t be running, could he?” Amanda asked.

It took me a moment to process what was happening.

“No.” Not the Marked one of the divine of war.

Inné wasn’t fleeing.

Amanda grasped a wave of flames in her hands, forming a golden whip. “Then he’s going to call in reinforcements from the other side of the rift.”

I beckoned at the shattered stone. “[Stone Grasp].”

The stone shards wriggled and rippled as my spell took hold, and then they combined to form a massive hand that dwarfed Inné, bearing down on him with the fury of a titan.

“[Divine Fissure].”

Inné’s voice boomed across the Phoenix’s realm, and the stone hand froze. It trembled, frozen in place, and I felt my connection to it snap apart. With a final desolate shiver, the hand was obliterated into stone dust, the particles so fine that I couldn’t control them without expending unnecessary concentration.

“Inné!” I called after him. “Do not run. Stay, and fight.”

“You cannot comprehend the power I wield now, Crijik. You were a fool to stay. And in minutes, you will be a dead fool.”

Inné reached out for the rift’s opening, golden light spilling through it and enveloping him.

And then it closed in front of him.

“Nuh uh, I don’t think so,” a cheerful voice called out.

Inné’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s there?”

“Just me.”

Roxxy appeared from thin air, her playful smile strained as her connection mana crashed against the rift entrance. In her hand she held the silver badge with Oubliez’s rune.

“And I’m not alone.”

I smiled as Roxxy’s words signaled the next part of the plan. She would keep the rift closed with her magic.

It would be Amanda’s job to distract Inné.

With a sharp cry reminiscent of Agni, Amanda shot into the air, her golden wings heaving as she sped up into the golden heavens. Her flames rippled outward in streams at her command, clashing with the divine mana and overwhelming it with sheer numbers.

Dim and faded from the Phoenix’s presence, the divine mana still proved a formidable opponent, but she had succeeded in getting Inné’s attention.

“Who are you?” He frowned. “Both of you.”

“[Fire Manipulation].”

Amanda’s reply was to lash out with the whip of golden flames in her hands, the strike landing on Inné’s good arm and tugging downward to pull him away from the rift. The Marked one’s eyes flashed with power, and he reached for his sword.

No, you don’t.

“[Metal Manipulation],” I said.

Inné tensed as I spoke and stopped his strike mid-swing, shifting the trajectory of his sword to guard protectively in front of him. His left arm had stopped bleeding, and all that spilled forth now was divine mana. It trembled with fury and indignation at the affront to it and rained down from the sky toward me.

He was focusing on Amanada and me. Which meant that Inné didn’t see the dozens of silver spears materializing in the air behind him, each one bearing a copy of Oubliez’s rune on them.

“[Metal Spear].”

A roar of pain filled the air as Inné was struck in the back by a mass of sharpened silver. Before he could react, two more streams of metal materialized next to him, wrapping him in their embrace.

I had him trapped.

“No,” Inné’s voice warped reality as it escaped his lips.

Amanda’s whip was the first to perish, her golden flames dispersed with a single word. They left behind a ring of burns on his arm, but they were only skin deep. The silver spears shrieked in protest, bending and cracking as it resisted his command, but the divine mana within Inné’s body streamed out endlessly, enforcing his will upon the elements that sought to injure him.

With a final scream, the silver streams disintegrated.

Our best efforts had been blasted into oblivion by a single word.

“You bought me enough time, guys.” Roxxy flashed me a grin. “Thanks.”

Inné spun around in surprise. With Amanda and I in front of him, he had neglected Roxxy because her presence was minimal in comparison.

That was his first and greatest mistake.

A burst of connection mana spread out from her body, merging with the edges of the rift and forcing it shut. There was a faint pause as the divine mana beyond the rift tried to fly through, but they dimmed as they approached the Phoenix’s territory, and with a yell Roxxy forced the rift shut, its connection to the outside world cut off.

“What have you done?!”

Inné’s howl knocked Roxxy back, her face paling as she was struck by the presence of his divine majesty.

More golden lights spilled forth from Inné’s body, greater than an ocean, and deeper than any sea. They imposed their will and majesty on the world.

Roxxy’s mouth let out a soundless shout as a wave of golden mana reached her side.

I saw her leg bend, and her eyes widened in pain.

“Roxxy!” Amanda’s scream tore through the air, and her golden flames rushed through the empty void toward her friend.

The closer her flames got, the more the divine mana hesitated. Only the Phoenix’s influence prevented the divine mana from instantly crushing Roxxy, streams of water and connection mana gathering around her and defending her further.

Amanda reached Inné and struck out at his head, forcing the Marked one to turn his attention onto her. A pulse of golden fire ejected from her wings, blasting over Inné. He cut through the flames, and his sword almost ran through Amanda’s body as well, but she dodged to the side with a practiced shift and retreated backward.

That was all the time Roxxy needed to escape.

“Thanks, Amanda. I’ll leave it to you guys now.”

With a small wave Roxxy flashed a silver badge in her hand, and Oubliez’s rune activated. She disappeared, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then worry flickered through me.

I hope her leg didn’t shatter.

No.

I needed to focus on the task at hand. Roxxy had closed the rift, but that left us trapped with a furious Marked one. Amanda landed beside me, her forehead and neck drenched in sweat. She had dozens of bleeding marks across her arms, remnants of where she had come into contact with Inné’s divine mana.

Even getting near him is becoming impossible.

“You ask us what we’ve done? We’ve bought ourselves a chance at victory.” My voice rippled through my stone and metal, reaching Inné’s ears.

The divine of war looked down at me, his eyes cold. “No. You have only doomed yourselves to a fate worse than death.”

Before, our opponent had held the faint hope that he could return to his church and call for reinforcements to sweep us away with ease. Now, that hope had slammed shut in his face, and he had no choice but to close his heart to the possibility of escape.

Inné was gone, the last of his humanity stripped away and replaced with bloodlust.

What stood before me was the divine of war.

This was the start of the real battle.

I expected Inné to shout. To charge. Instead, he stepped back, clutching his wounded left arm and gazing down at the battlefield with calculating eyes. Golden light spilled forth from his pores, far more than he could have ejected naturally, and with each passing second the aura he exuded grew more powerful.

Amanda tensed. “He’s trying to outlast us by flooding the Phoenix’s realm with the mana of the ascension.”

“Correct. I recognize you now. The Mitra heir. You should not have come.”

“Why? Scared?” Amanda smiled. “Judging from the state of your arm, you’re hurting badly.”

“You have caused me more damage than any before you,” Inné’s voice crashed into us, and pain wracked my body. “Admirable, but foolish. You should have fled.”

“No, no more talking,” I said. “[Metal Shield].”

Inné’s sword flashed the moment I spoke, and his eyes lit up with surprise as his strike was met with several layers of silver shielding. The first few split apart quickly, but the last two held firm, a single gash reaching halfway through the outermost shield.

“How?” Inné asked.

“Let’s just say a little bird told me your most likely move.” I chuckled. “You thought I would attack you again, so you chose to strike first.”

William’s tactics hadn’t just been macro ones. He’d studied Inné as best as he could, trying to figure out the Marked one’s responses in advance.

So far, it was working.

Inné’s grip tightened around his sword. “Enough drivel. As you said, the time for talk is over.”

“I just said that to influence you. Trying to cut to the chase, are you? I get it.” I smiled. “Holding in all that divine mana can’t be easy. In fact, I’d say it’s impossible. What do you think, Amanda?”

“I think he’s dying, and he doesn’t want us to know it.”

Look at him. He’s about to explode, Gold chirped from my shoulder.

My companion was right. Inné’s muscles were pulsating dangerously now, sweat beading down his forehead and steaming as his skin heated up dangerously, and I could see the liquid in his veins trembling as his blood boiled.

“That’s enough.” Inné’s eyes narrowed, his gray sclera lighting up with golden light as divine mana filled his body.

Despite dispelling enough divine mana to fill the skies of the void, Inné’s expression still warped with pain. Expelling the divine mana from his body wasn’t enough. Until it was absorbed by the Phoenix, each mote in the air would continue to weigh upon Inné’s soul.

Underneath the veneer of confidence and power, the Marked one was struggling to survive.

He needs a vessel. He’s going to go for the Phoenix now.

“[Mana Manipulation],” Inné’s voice rumbled as he activated a familiar skill.

The streams of golden mana poured down from the sky, flowing past me and crashing toward the Phoenix. The guardian of reincarnation struggles against their chains, letting out a cry that dimmed the golden mana as it approached, but didn’t stop its descent.

He’s not a magician, but as a Marked one, he still has the basic skills involving mana. It’s okay. William predicted this as a possibility.

“Ready?” Amanda asked.

I nodded.

“[Fire Manipulation].” “[Earth Manipulation].”

Our joint voices echoed out across the void and Inné tilted his head derisively. His divine mana would crush our elements, and we both knew it. There was a qualitative difference between elemental and divine mana which was impossible to overcome.

Which was why Amanda and I had gone for quantity over quality.

“Now!” Amanda shouted.

She wasn’t speaking to me. She was talking to Agni.

Her golden wings trembled, unleashing a flurry of crimson beads filled with fire mana. Amanda let out a wordless scream as the beads exploded, and she took control of more fire mana than she had before. Lakes of flames spread out across the air, and she gestured at them, forcing them to scatter to the four corners of the void until each mote of fire mana was a small ember invisible to the naked eye.

The fire mana under her command landed on the stone she’d been infusing with her fire mana for months.

For a moment, all was silent.

Rumble.

Below me, there was a tremor that rippled throughout the Phoenix’s realm as the country of stone shifted course, moving toward the descending golden mana with the ferocity of a predator. For months I had imbued each stone with a part of me, connecting myself to them intimately and walking among them to keep that bond fresh.

My will flowed into the gargantuan structure as Amanda’s flames touched its surface.

Together, we willed it to rise.

Rumble.

The mass of earth quickened, crashing into the streams of divine mana without stopping. The golden waves shredded through the blocks with ease, but for each mote of divine mana there were hundreds of stones ready to throw themselves into their path. The purpose of the country I’d created was to act as a buffer. To delay the arrival of the divine mana for as long as possible.

Rumble.

We needed the combined powers of a Marked one and Mitra heir to lift it, but once it was in motion, the mass of stone couldn’t be stopped.

The plan was working perfectly.

“This will not stop me,” Inné said. “I am beyond nature.”

“You were spryer than this in our last fight,” I said. “And I don’t think it’s your age. How difficult is it for you to take a single step, Inné.”

“Not as difficult as it will be for you to survive my wrath.”

His body trembled as he spoke, the divine mana rising from it killing him as it did so. His skin was boiling now, warping and twisting as the stone and flames refused to let his divine mana enter the Phoenix.

Fulfil your purpose. Earth and fire, my friends, and companions. I will make sure your help turns the tide of this battle.

The country responded to my thoughts, earth and fire mana rising in droves to block the incoming divine mana. Amanda’s will was mixed with them, but I nudged it away, my mind screaming as I took command over both elements at the same time. The fire mana within the stones was mine to survey.

“I’ll take it from here. Now go,” I said. “While he’s distracted.”

“[Fire Claws].”

Amanda and Agni didn’t need to be told twice, golden flames rising and the authority of the divine mana around us fading away as the true rulers of the realm revealed themselves. Their new bloodline hadn’t just granted them the powers of the golden flames. They had been given the presence of the Phoenix itself, if only for an hour and a half.

It would have to be enough.

“[Divine Fissure].”

Inné’s sword flashed out toward Amanda, unleashing a thin wave of silver aura infused with divine mana. Reality cracked where the aura cut it, and Amanda swerved to the side to avoid it.

That was when a second slash struck out, Inné’s aura homing in on her too fast for her to avoid.

“[Fire Wall].”

Golden flames cascaded in front of Amanda, enveloping the aura and halting most of it in place.

It wasn’t enough.

Blood flew into the air as the rest of the aura struck Amanda’s torso and right shoulder, cutting through her robes and flesh with ease. She let out a cry, and I heard Agni’s voice mixed with hers.

“[Fire Claws].”

The wall of fire disappeared as the golden flames composing it were warped into the shape of six claws, each rippling with anger and fury. They tore through the air toward Inné and the Marked one smirked.

With a flash of his sword four of the claws were destroyed, but the last two avoided the strikes and smashed into his, wrapping their golden fingers around his armor and burning the loose fabric draping his shoulders to cinders.

Swish.

Gray aura flickered across his armor and destroyed the remaining claws. Below Inné, Amanda had fallen to her knees, panting with pain as the only thing keeping her up were her wings.

“That attack cost you your life.”

Then Inné frowned as Amanda stood up.

“How? You should be crippled. If not from my strike, then from the divine mana within it.”

“I heal quickly,” Amanda replied, golden flames once again enveloping her.

Inné’s eyes flickered with realization and horror, and then he smiled. A cold, cruel smirk that whispered of terrible hopes and dreams.

“I was right. It is possible. Thank you, Mitra heir, for confirming my theory.” Inné said. “I shall repay you with a swift death.”

Every word he spoke was causing him pain now. But they were also far, far stronger than before.

“[Aura Infusion].”

There was a growl as the waves of divine mana covering the air glimmered with silver light, aura and divinity merging to form a weapon deadlier than both by themselves. Amanda gasped as the divine mana she had been holding off started to break through her flames, cutting through her defenses and piercing her skin.

Only now was I starting to comprehend just how much mana was surrounding Amanda. It was enough to crush a Marked one.

Amanda swam in a fatal sea gold and silver, a tiny figure among a raging ocean.

She and Agni aren’t going to last against that. Not by themselves.

I raised my hands and the void disappeared around me as seven mountains of stone filled my vision, detached from the country we’d created and rocketing past me. The structures rippled into liquid form and transformed into the shape of weapons.

“[Earthen Spear],” I said.

The seven mountains completed their transformation, taking on a life of their own as they shot toward Inné. Their outer layers quickly deteriorated as the divine mana cut into them, rushing past them as it tried to reach the Phoenix, but the sheer mass and size of the weapons meant that they diminished a sizable swath of divine mana, carving a path for Amanda to traverse safely.

If I do that again, I might lose control of the entire landmass. I frowned. It’s already tearing my mind apart to haul the entire thing in the way of Inné’s mana.

I watched as four of the mountain-sized spears fell to Inné’s golden-silver might, and I shivered. Inné had long ago passed the fifty thousand mana mark, but still the divine mana continued to pour out endlessly.

He definitely emptied his manapool before the ascension. So, If he really does have six figures worth of mana storage, then that means he’ll only start to veer into fatal territory once his manapool nears that amount.

Inné gestured to the remaining three spears as they sped at him.

“[Aura Blast].”

The aura-infused divine mana shivered as they received their new orders, and with the rage of a storm they flooded the air around Amanda, ripping through the three mountains of earth and clashing against her golden flames.

Within a second her defensive walls were destroyed, and she let out a cry as her flames healed her wounds just as they were created.

As the final mountain spear was broken by the incoming wave, a tiny figure swooped out of it, weaving through the divine mana and landing on Amanda’s shoulder.

There had been someone hidden within the spear.

Activate! a lone chirp filled the void.

Gold’s shields flickered to life around him, enveloping himself and Amanda and defending them from the barrage of divine mana and sword strikes. Dozens of orange barriers appeared and died as they clashed with Inné’s assault, and I winced with each one that fell. They all represented days of nonstop work, and each strike they deflected didn’t diminish Inné’s capabilities at all.

I wanted to believe that our enemy would pause for breath or be slowed by the divine mana destroying his body.

But Inné’s rampage was unstoppable.

The aura-infused mana that Gold and Amanda blocked was instantly replenished, an endless stream of gold striking down my friends with ease. In seconds, they would be overwhelmed.

[No.]

A roar filled the realm, and the golden mana quivered as they felt the presence of another rippling out through all that was.

The Phoenix was making its move.
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Abeing bigger than planets raised its wings, golden flames rushing through the void and opposing the divine mana. It swept over my country of stone and filled my vision with golden light as fire and divine clashed.

In seconds, the golden flames had consumed the majority of the divine mana in the air, erasing the immediate danger.

[Inné, Marked one of war. You will not obtain my bloodline.]

The Phoenix’s cry was cut short by the chains that bound it, and the golden flames faltered.

“I will not be held back by a chained animal,” Inné growled. “Your inheritor has shown me proof of my plan’s success. And nothing will stop me from fulfilling it.”

The clashing of titans allowed me a brief moment of respite, and I exhaled in relief as Gold flew through the void and landed on my shoulder. His feathers were ruffled, but he was unharmed.

Amanda dropped down beside me, her golden wings retracting and dispersing as the timer on her skill ran out. Agni appeared on her head, nestled in her head and looking tired. Half an hour had passed, and Amanda and Agni would have to rely on their internal manapools now to defend themselves.

“Sorry.” Amanda bit her lip. Blood splattered her robes where the fabric had been cut by motes of Inné’s aura-infused mana.

We failed, Agni chirped sadly. Progenitor must get involved.

“Just plan A,” I replied.

“That was the easiest and best plan.” Amanda grimaced.

Plan A had been simple. We would wait an hour for the divine mana of the ascension to kill Inné. No Marked one had survived that one hour mark, and after half an hour Inné was looking worse for wear.

The issue was that we hadn’t been able to hold out.

I can see him growing calmer by the second.

My gaze rested on my fellow Marked one, and I narrowed my eyes.

Inné was looking healthier.

His skin was no longer cracking apart, and his blood wasn’t heating up or boiling. His eyes glowed with magic, but there were no erratic pulses as it tried to escape his form.

It’s more than that. I scanned him carefully. His skin is glowing gold. And in unequal patches as well, like he’s being infected by something. Why? Is it the divine mana? Nobody mentioned that happening.

The Phoenix cried out in pain as its flames met with the divine mana. Unlike my stones or Amanda’s flames, the Phoenix’s fire was a part of their being. The moment the golden lights flowing out of Inné’s body touched the fire, they merged with it, disappearing into the vessel that was the Phoenix.

I could see wounds appearing across their form as the divine mana ravaged them. For months the Phoenix had been forced to take in Inné’s divine mana in preparation for this day, and now Inné was an expert at expelling it.

The aura and divinity of the mana still remained, and it empowered Inné just as it had before, but now it was no longer weighing down on his existence.

It had stopped tearing him apart and focused its might on the Phoenix.

“He’s not going to die naturally anymore,” Amanda said.

“Now, we move to plan B,” I said.

Amanda pursed her lips. “Great.”

Plan B is hard. Gold chirruped. But we can do it.

Luckily, plan B was as simple as plan A. If Inné was using the Phoenix as a vessel to loosen the pressure of the ascension’s mana, then we just had to hold out for the rest of the ascension or until Inné exploded from an overload of divine mana.

“Above all, we have to make sure he doesn’t get close enough to the Phoenix to force a bloodline connection.” I reminded them. “Or else we move on to plan C.”

What’s plan C? Gold asked.

“Run.”

Amanda and Agni nodded, and Gold took out more twigs from my inventory, clasping them tightly in his talons.

The landmass underneath me shivered as I released my [Earth Manipulation] and [Fire Manipulation]. We would need to be more careful in using the resources we had, since we could end up fighting with Inné for the rest of the day.

If he doesn’t squash us like insects in the next few minutes.

I raised my hand and my [Heart-Silver] spear shot toward me. Inné had destroyed the metal’s weapon form in our initial clash, but [Heart-Silver] was a tough material, and it had reformed back into the spear shape I had in my mind.

“[Earth Creation]. [Earthen Spear].”

Puddles of mana disappeared from my manapool as several buildings made of stone appeared around me, then broke up into pieces and formed dozens of spears. Each one was imbued with divine mana, and I could feel the element cracking. The stone wasn’t strong enough to hold divine mana within it for long.

I released the spears from my command, allowing my skill to guide them into the sky toward Inné.

Amanda and Agni watched the spears fly with dire expressions on their faces. Without their wings provided by their skill transformation, they couldn’t fly.

“[Earth Manipulation].”

A stone platform formed underneath them and me and Gold, pulling us all into the air. As we rose, we were surrounded by the Phoenix’s golden flames on all sides. They deflected the incoming divine mana and dove in front of us for our protection.

Even while chained, the Phoenix is still so powerful.

Inné gazed down at us, his focus intensifying as his pain lessened, and he smiled wryly. Now that he had started to feed the excess divine mana into the Phoenix, he was growing more confident in his success.

Why isn’t he sending divine mana to fight us? Agni asked.

I knew what she was thinking. Even a small part of this ocean of divine mana could cause us serious issues if it was directed properly to fight us.

“He can’t.” I shook my head. “[Mana Manipulation] can only help a person manipulate mana numbers that reach their maximum manapool, not mana that exceeds it. Even then, it would have to be extremely high level to do so. Judging from what I feel, the divine mana here is barely under his control. In another half hour he might lose control of it entirely.”

Amanda nodded. “He can only direct it with skills or spells, anything else is impossible. I’d say he’s just asking it to go into the massive flames, and the mana is following his commands as best as they can.”

Punctuating our discussion were the flowing rivers of golden mana that dove past us as we flew up. The divine mana’s authority was dim in the presence of the Phoenix, but the fact that the motes had ignored us entirely told us what Inné’s focus was.

His lack of control is a chance to strike.

Amanda raised her hands, clearly having the same thought that I was. “[Fire Manipulation].”

An explosion of red fire burst forth from her palms, and I saw several more beads dispelled from her inventory as she focused on forming a tornado of flames from them. In seconds there was more fire mana than she could control.

I raised my hand, and part of the flames heard my call and shifted their focus onto me.

“[Fire Pillar],” I said.

“[Fire Pillar],” Amanda said.

Eight pillars of flame burst forth from the rivers, four under my control, and four under Amanda’s. Ferocious and unyielding, the pillars ignored the divine mana and golden flames as they crossed the void and struck at their target.

“[Divine Fissure].”

Inné’s sword flashed out once again, but as the gray aura struck out toward the fire, a shining sliver of silver shot out from within them.

It was my [Heart-Silver] spear.

I raised my hand. “[Metal Spear].”

The [Heart-Silver] spear hardened and sped up in its approach, intercepting Inné’s sword and his aura, excluding waves of gold as my mana enhanced every inch of the [Heart-Silver] frame.

Inné frowned. “That will not be⁠—”

The eight fire pillars struck him at the same time, and the Marked one staggered, the waves of golden mana faltering as his focus diminished and his control over them wavered.

“Come to me. [Holy Swords].”

A wave of silver sliced apart the pillars of fire, revealing three glowing swords in their place. Each one had been strapped into Inné’s back, rusted and broken, but now they looked brand new, and had a life of their own as they flew protectively around his body.

“[Fire Manipulation].” Amanda clapped her hands together, and Inné’s gaze shot onto her, concern flickering over his features.

Amanda smiled as eight beads of fire ejected themselves from the corpses of each of the pillars. She had been controlling them the entire time, hiding them from Inné’s senses by covering them with their own element.

“[Explosion],” Amanda said.

The sky around Inné lit up with flames and I heard a pained snarl within them. Thin veins of silver quickly appeared within the fire, and the mana within crackled and protested as it was cut apart.

In seconds, the sky was once again clear, and Inné stepped forth, the three glowing swords and his main weapon raised in fury.

“Magicians,” Inné growled. “Hiding behind your tricks.”

“Says the man that ambushed me,” I replied.

Inné paused. “That was not the same.”

“Oh? Is that annoyance I sense in your tone?” I asked. “I was pretty annoyed, too. I didn’t even know you’d held my grandfather hostage until well into my imprisonment. You started this battle for nothing.”

“I did not make a mistake,” Inné growled.

The divine mana around us trembled, and I reached out to the motes, examining their thoughts.

Arrogance.

Frustrating.

Did I make a mistake?

They were transmitting Inné’s thoughts and intentions for all to hear, and I intended to take full advantage of that. Inné’s grasp over the golden waves was tenuous as best, and it was taking the Marked one all he had to send it into the Phoenix and ease the pressure on his body.

Let’s change that. Shall we?

“You made a mistake, Inné,” I said.

The Marked one froze, and I smiled.

With a gesture my platform rose further into the air. I could see the gray of his eyes clearly, and he watched me warily, his hand on his sword. My [Heart-Silver] spear returned to my side, and Amanda’s eyes glowed bright gold with flames as she and Agni activated their reserves.

Be careful. Gold chirped, his talons clutching several twigs.

I nodded at him. “Tell me, Inné, does it irk you to know that you’re as human as the rest of the world? Just as vulnerable to emotions and missteps?”

“That is untrue.”

Inné raised his sword, and a ripple of silver light flowed through it.

He isn’t infusing his aura with mana anymore.

“You’re losing control of the divine mana.” I made my voice as loud as possible, soaking it into the elements around me. “Tell me, is this what an ascended Marked one should look like? Because all I see is a coward trying to escape his inevitable death using the lives of others.”

A flash of gray was Inné’s response as half a dozen sword swipes exploded outward, each one cutting apart all in its path.

Everything except the air.

“[Wind Manipulation],” I said.

There was a ripple of uncertainty as the aura encountered invisible resistance, and that was all that was needed as Amanda’s hands slammed into each attack, her skin bathed in golden flames that coalesced over her like armor.

When they’d been infused with mana, the strikes would have cut through her like butter. Now, the aura flickered and disappeared as it was consumed by her golden flames, and she turned with a smile to face Inné.

My [Wind Manipulation] skill was keeping her skyward.

Now, Andross! Agni cried out.

I flung my will over the space around Inné, and he froze as the wind grasped at his body, holding it down. At the same time, I sent Amanda and Agni flying toward the Marked one, both of their bodies leaving a trail of golden fire as they flew through the void.

Finally, Gold followed in their wake, sailing through the sky behind them.

Inné’s eyes flashed with magic and the three glowing swords struck out at the duo. The moment they moved, Agni hopped off Amanda’s hair and joined Gold in his flight, the duo intercepting the swords in tandem.

Orange bubbles appeared around the birds, blocking each of the aura-infused blades. As they were destroyed, Agni gathered a host of flames in her wings, blowing it out toward the blades.

Gold, release! Agni chirped.

Okay! Gold replied.

The orange barriers disappeared, and Agni’s golden flames washed over the swords, overwhelming the aura guiding them. The swords froze, and then started to fall.

“[Fire Pillar].” Amanda’s violent roar filled Inné with fear. “[Fire Claws].”

Before Inné could regain control over his weapons, a pillar of fire struck him, accompanied by a dozen claws composed of golden flames.

“[Aura Blast].”

Silver aura swept out of him in waves, accompanied by the divine mana shedding from his pores every second. There was a pause as flame and aura clashed, but with an infinite supply, Inné quickly won out over the attacks.

His sword flashed out, and Amanda met it head on, a wall of golden fire appeared around her and Inné. Agni and Gold flew beside her, adding their flames and shields to her strike.

“[Celestial Tempest].”

Inné’s aura shot out, taking the form of a dozen blades that cut into Gold’s orange barrier, and the puffer squawked a warning as his shield shattered. Amanda and Agni reacted immediately, keeping up their attacks but forced to retreat back toward me.

Just a little bit longer, I thought.

As though they could hear my thoughts, Agni and Gold stopped moving back, and I held Amanda in place with [Wind Manipulation]. The trio renewed their attacks, watching helplessly as Inné struck back and deflected them all.

“Your strikes have failed,” Inné said.

“That’s for us to judge,” I replied.

Finally, I got the signal that I was waiting for.

[He’s ready.]

Roxxy’s voice echoed through my mind.

[Do it now!]

“Inné, haven’t you learnt from everything else we’ve done? Nothing is as it seems,” I said. “You only saw the first part of the plan.”

Inné shook his head. “Humor me, Crijik. What is the second?”

“That would be me.” A voice spoke out from behind him.

“Ambushing me again? I will not be fooled a third time.”

Inné whipped around, his sword flashing as he cut through the space behind him with inhuman speed. For a moment his lips tugged into a smile, and he was certain he had killed whoever had dared to sneak behind him.

Then he gasped as cracks of pain exploded from his left side.

A sword made of blue crystal was sticking between his ribs, and it was held in place by a grinning William.

“Lovely to meet you, Inné. You missed.” William said.

Recognition flashed in Inné’s eyes. “Wisdom, How?”

The moment the question left Inné’s lips, his sword flashed out and struck William’s side. My friend leapt out of the way, releasing his crystal sword and allowing the wind to take him.

I guided him down to safety with [Wind Manipulation], but his arm had been struck. Most of the blow had been deflected by a series of blue crystals growing over William’s skin, but there was blood caking his tunic as he returned to my side. William was hurting, though he refused to show it on his face.

“I was next to Andross the whole time,” William said. “And I told him to let you know I’d be coming. That way, you’d strike immediately when he used [Wind Manipulation] to make my voice come from another direction. You were expecting an ambush, and we gave you one. Just not the one you were expecting.”

Inné’s eyes narrowed as Willaim spoke.

“This is yet another distraction.” Inné realized.

William’s grin widened. “You learn fast.”

Inné attacked his side and destroyed William’s crystal sword, grunting as the shards were forced out of his ribs by his aura. But the damage was already done. Layers of ice were flowing over the wound, freezing the flesh and blood around it and causing the wound to throb violently.

When the ice dispersed, all that was left behind was necrotic flesh.

Amanda and Agni reacted immediately, golden fire exploding from their bodies as they took advantage of the confusion to launch a devastating assault. Inné tried to raise his sword to cut the flames apart, but staggered and fell to his knees, his left side failing him.

Wait— Huh— What is that?

My thoughts ground to a halt as I gazed at the injury throbbing at Inné’s side. Blood had caked his skin, but now a new substance was leaking out in its place. Golden liquid rippled over the wound and damaged flesh, flowing freely out of Inné’s body.

It looked like divine mana.

“Andross, start bringing Amanda back. Roxxy, tell them to retreat,” William said.

His voice touched the air, and the moment I comprehended his words, I felt the connection between Roxxy, and I twinge.

[Got it!] Roxxy said.

“She’s got it,” I replied.

Connection mana lashed out from a spot to our side, connecting with Amanda. It was so thin that it could hardly be seen among the titanic forces tearing each other apart, which was exactly why Roxxy had been able to remain undisturbed after closing the rift.

She had been helping us coordinate the entire time. Only my mind was permanently connected with hers, but she could establish bonds at will using her magic, though she couldn’t bond with us all at the same time. Only one person.

This time, she connected with Amanda.

Amanda and Agni paused, and Gold stopped with them. Then, without hesitation, they fled from the injured Marked one. Amanda gave herself completely to my wind, her golden flames retracting as she plummeted from the sky.

Inné looked up, but he couldn’t see them. His eyes were blinded by anger and pain, and all he knew was that he was on the verge of death when he should have been celebrating his greatest victory.

“No. I will not fall,” Inné said.

His voice sent a shiver down my spine. His calm was gone, replaced with a resolute fury that initiated a tremor in the Phoenix’s realm. As his words touched my ears, the divine mana surrounding us froze and then blinked with rage.

Inné’s gaze fell onto me. “Kill them.”

His will rippled out, pressing against my mind, and as one, the golden ocean abandoned their war against the Phoenix’s flames and descended. There was no skill behind it. No control.

There was only a tidal wave of divine mana cascading down upon us.

“RUN.” William shouted.

I didn’t need to be told twice.

Andross, perch! Gold chirped.

I raised my hand instinctively, and Gold’s talons dug into my robe as he landed on me.

Thump.

My hair dipped down as Agni dropped onto my head, tweeting with alarm.

Amanda is coming, Agni chirped.

[I’ve got her,] Roxxy’s voice echoed out in my mind.

A wave of water snapped out from the landmass below us, wrapping around Amanda as she fell. I released [Wind Manipulation], focusing on the earth beneath my feet and lowering myself and William.

Gold squawked in surprise. Don’t look back. Scary.

I didn’t need to be told twice. My [Mana Sense] was screaming at me as Inné’s mana twisted reality behind us, destroying all in its wake. Most were intercepted by the Phoenix’s flames, but their help wouldn’t be enough.

Now, we had to run.


52 I USED TO HAVE A HANDLE ON LIFE, BUT THEN IT BROKE. AGAIN


“[Mana Sanctuary]”

A wave of gold exploded out of my manapool, ejecting and forming a protective shield around me and my friends. I winced as divine clash against divine, a quarter of my manapool disappearing in an instant.

[Warning: Mana: 23621/51,893]

“I’m at half mana,” I told William. “And quickly losing more.”

He nodded, and my view of the void was blocked by stone as we reached the entrance to the deepest cavern in the landmass we’d created.

The moment Amanda entered, I spread my will over the surrounding stone and clasped my hands together.

“[Earth Manipulation].”

The stones around me flew into action, covering the entrance to the cavern and blocking the divine mana that was surging behind us. As we dove deeper into the landmass, more stones blocked the path of our pursuers. A moment of silence fell over us, the light of Agni’s and Amanda’s flames illuminating the path before us.

Snap.

I felt [Mana Sanctuary] fail as it was overwhelmed, and the earth shrieked as the first motes of Inné’s divine mana struck it. The walls around us shuddered, refusing to submit to the will of the divine assault, but helpless to stop it as the ascension’s mana overcame it.

Thousands of golden particles smashed into the elemental structure, tearing it apart in seconds.

“How long until Inné collapses from his injuries?” I asked.

William grimaced. “I’m not sure he can. Not while the ascension is ongoing.”

That’s bad. Gold chirped. What do we do?

“He’s surviving the ascension, but he can’t move. That means he can’t reach the Phoenix and steal its bloodline,” Amanda said. “As long as we don’t die, we win, right?”

“Not dying is the hard part.” William said. “All we’ve done is slow him down. But if that mana really is endless, then we’ll be overwhelmed in a matter of hours.”

“Minutes, more like it,” I said, a touch of worry mingling with my voice. “I can sense them out there. There must be at least three hundred thousand mana out there.”

The progenitor is occupying most of it, Agni chirped comfortingly. Her flames held it back. They must, or Inné will die.

“Yeah, he can’t use everything he has,” Amanda said.

A light ahead stopped me from replying. We’d arrived at the cavern that had held the mansion within it, and four massive pillars and several rivers greeted us. There was also a mountain of silver, most of which had been pre-shaped into spears and shields.

We’d reached the restocking point.

I raised my hand and activated [Metal Manipulation], drawing the silver toward me and watching as it circled around me, a mixture of weapons and armor that promised to protect me from my enemies.

“What else can we do?” I asked.

“If we damage him more, there’s a chance that we can cripple him for good,” William said. “But no amount of planning can overcome a wave of certain death.”

The earth platform I was manipulated slowed down, and I winced as another shudder spread out through the cavern. A war between nature and divinity was ongoing above us, and the elements were losing ground. Seven months of creation was quickly disappearing, and I suspected we had less than half an hour before everything was obliterated into nothingness.

If he was doing this in the outside world, how many people would have died already? I shivered. The Phoenix is helping me by diverting the majority of Inné’s mana, but they’re helping the others more by diminishing the mana’s existence. Without the Phoenix’s pressure fighting against them, the motes of divine mana would have destroyed my friends the moment they appeared.

I held my hand up. “[Earth Creation].”

Our fortifications were slightly replenished as I sent waves of earth to reinforce the defenses. With a smooth step I hopped off my platform and landed at the floor of the cavern, quickly joined by William. Gold and Agni lifted off into the air, approaching a figure that sat meditating a few feet away.

It was Roxxy.

Her eyes were closed and sweat drenched her forehead. As she entered our sight, William faltered, and Amanda gasped.

“Hey, guys.” Roxxy smiled weakly. “Looks like I got hit the hardest.”

Water washed over her, bathing her in its comfort, but I could tell it wasn’t enough. She was injured, the very act of acknowledging us causing her to tremble. I hadn’t sensed it while we’d had distance between us, but now that we were facing each other directly I felt a wave of pain spreading out from her lower body.

Amanda knelt down next to Roxxy. “Inné broke your leg.”

“In the initial clash,” Roxxy confirmed. “I drank a potion, but it’ll only help keep the wound from getting worse. I’ll need a healer to fix it.”

Can flames help? Gold asked. Amanda heals. Can help Roxxy?

“I can’t heal others,” Amanda said the words with pain in her eyes. “I wish I could.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Roxxy giggled, and then recoiled as pain swept through her. “We had a plan and it worked. Now what?”

“Wait.” I held my hand up. “Did anyone else see that? Inné was bleeding divine mana.”

“I did.” William’s lip quivered. “Right where I stabbed him. There should have been blood, but it wasn’t blood.”

Gold saw. Divine flesh. Enemy glowing. Gold chirped.

“That’s what I noticed.” Amanda frowned. “Inné’s flesh was changing. He had a tan before, but parts of his skin were glowing. Like divine mana was growing over it or something.”

“Or consuming it,” William said.

Crash.

I jolted as a pulse of power swept over me, coming from above. A moment of silence followed, and then a familiar sensation tickled against my neck.

“[Mana Sanctuary],” my voice boomed across the cavern.

Golden light embraced my friends, and I gasped as something struck my defenses, piercing through the stone above us with ease and slicing across my neck. My divine mana reacted instantly, destroying the sliver of aura that approached.

Several blades of aura disintegrated before they could reach the necks of my friends. If I’d been a second too late, they’d have died.

“He’s activated [Persistence of Inné],” I said. “Why now?”

Agni and Gold were the first to react, with everyone else following quickly after. They looked at me in confusion, sensing the attack but not comprehending it.

William grasped at his throat. “I don’t know. Unless…Maybe he can only activate it once.”

“I would have thought he’d activate it at the beginning of the fight,” Amanda said.

William paused, and then his eyes widened.

“No. He didn’t do it to attack us. He’s using it on himself.” William whipped around to face me. “Andross, where is he now? Quickly!”

I turned toward the source of the attack we’d felt and gazed through the stone with my [Mana Sense]. The ocean of golden mana assaulting the elements was blinding, and pain stabbed through my skull as I forced myself to peer past it and gaze upon its source.

Right now, it was walking through the sky, exuding waves of divine mana into the air as it moved.

“Inné’s heading for the Phoenix.” A thrust of disbelief darted through me.

Amanda jolted. “What? How? Even if we didn’t cripple him, he should be crawling at best.”

“[Persistence of Inné] allows him to ignore his pain and other ailments. That’s why he can move,” I explained.

But that doesn’t explain why he only used it now.

“If he’s only using it now, then it must be because…Ah, that’s it.” William smiled, and I saw an inkling of hope spreading over his features. “The skill must only negate the pain of the damage he’s currently taken. That’s why he saved it. He couldn’t afford to use it while he was uninjured, and now he can’t afford not to use it.”

“He’s making his final play for the Phoenix while we’re trapped in here,” Roxxy said. “We have to stop him.”

“If we do, then we’re rushing into an instant death,” William interjected. “You’re injured, and I can’t survive Inné’s divine mana. Not the amount outside.”

A footfall caused the world around us to tremble, and I knew that Inné was the cause.

In seconds, he would reach the Phoenix.

“[Earth Manipulation]. [Metal Manipulation].”

The stone underneath my feet rose into the air, and I shot William an apologetic look. Behind me the mountain of silver we had prepared floated up into the air, hundreds of spears standing to attention and dozens of shields surrounding me.

“There’s no time, I have to act,” I said. “I’m the only one who can break past the ascension’s mana and reach him.”

William grew quiet, and after a moment he nodded. He wasn’t happy, but anger wouldn’t be the right word either. He was simply accepting.

This was the only way.

“You’re not going alone.”

A wave of golden fire joined me as Amanda merged with Agni. Her cooldown had ended, and now she had half an hour left of flight and infinite golden flames.

With a flap of their wings, the merged duo rose with me.

Gold chirped, his talons digging into my arms as I rose, and several twigs appeared in his palms. Together, we approached the cavern’s roof. Beyond it, I could sense Inné’s divine mana clawing through the stone to reach us.

[Be careful,] Roxxy’s thoughts flowed into mine.

[You, too.] I shot her a smile. [Don’t put pressure on that leg.]

[I will if I have to.]

The ceiling approached quickly, and I opened my hands wide, causing a space to open up in the stone. Amanda and I flew through it, and Gold activated his first shield, the orange barrier immediately meeting a wave of golden light and deflecting it.

A splinter appeared, and quickly turned into a web of cracks. Two seconds later the shield popped open like an egg. Gold squawked, but I stopped him from activating his next shield.

It was Amanda’s and Agni’s turn.

Amanda raised her hand and her eyes blazed with flames. “[Fire Pillar].”

Golden fire swept out of her palm, accompanied by another blue bead. That was the final blue bead she had, and its powerful flames merged with her golden strike to form a pillar of elemental destruction that swept apart the divine mana in front of us.

“[Metal Shield]. [Mana Sanctuary].”

Golden light poured out of me and half of the metal shields following me joined with Amanda’s fire, shielding us from the onslaught of divinity as it threatened to collapse our defenses with us inside them. Gold’s regents activated once again, shielding us from harm for precious seconds.

The ocean of light was endless. Tens of thousands of motes had transformed into hundreds of thousands, and there was no end in sight to them. I couldn’t imagine the strain that Inné’s mind was enduring, but I feared I wouldn’t survive to find out.

[Warning: Mana: 9,927/51,893]

The System pulsed warnings over my vision, but I ignored them. Golden mana peeled off of me and struck their fellows, quickly draining my manapool. Nine thousand turned into eight, and eight turned into seven. When I hit two thousand, I started to grow worried.

Pop.

And then, we were free.

The infinite void of the Phoenix’s realm was once again visible, and in the distance, I saw Inné striding forth, reaching out for the mighty being. The Phoenix’s chains rattled as they tried to escape the Marked one’s grasp, but to no avail.

Except that what stood in front of me wasn’t the Inné I knew. The being that had taken his place was a golden god, with skin that trembled with magic and gray eyes that were whirlpools of divinity.

Is that Inné? Gold chirped in surprise. He is different.

“What…happened to him?” Amanda asked.

“I think the mana did,” I replied. “Nobody has ever lasted more than an hour into the ascension. We’re well past that marker now.”

The man ahead of us still held Inné’s sword, and wore his armor, but most of his humanity had been scoured from him, devoured by the mana he commanded. Large swaths of his flesh and bones rippled with light, transformed into pure energy by the divinity that encapsulated him, and his blood had been completely exhausted, divine mana flowing through his veins in its place.

Only portions of his damaged arm and left side remained human, and I had a feeling that the injuries themselves had caused that setback.

“Inné!”

My voice crashed into the Marked one and Inné stopped, surprise flickering over his features. Or rather, what was left of them.

“Crijik. Always in my way,” Inné replied.

“Funny, I was just thinking the same about you. No wonder you chose now to make your move.” I gazed upon my opponent and shivered at what I saw. “Are you even human anymore?”

As I spoke, Amanda, Gold and I flew up until we were blocking Inné’s path to the Phoenix. To reach it, he would have to go through us.

Unfortunately, it looked like that wouldn’t be a problem.

“No.”

The reply was simple, and Inné wasn’t at all worried about our presence.

“I am divine. Not simply in name, but in body and mind.”

As he spoke, a small tremor ran through his body, and I felt a shift in the mana within him as the motes continued to grow in number.

A single split appeared on Inné’s golden skin, and divine mana poured out of it, flying out into the sky and reaching for the Phoenix.

“The mana is still killing you, isn’t it?” I asked. “That’s why you’re still reaching for the Phoenix. Using it as a vessel isn’t enough. It’s only slowing your death.”

Inné raised his hand up to his face, as though sensing his physical changes for the first time. “I must survive. Crijik, I can sense it, reaching out from beyond. Wanting to be made whole. And it will only be so when it had come through into this world.”

A shiver ran down my spine. “What is it? What’s coming?”

“You cannot imagine it. You cannot fathom it. It is beyond human and Marked. It is more wondrous than life, and scoffs at death. Undeniable, and endless, Inné is waiting for me. Calling to me. Arriving.”

Inné’s certainty dug into my soul, and Gold and Amanda trembled.

“You’re gazing into the abyss of a being that can’t be comprehended. I know that feeling all too well,” I replied. “And I know that we cannot handle it. The world can’t. Everything will be destroyed.”

“Then let it die. No matter how many lives are lost, my will shall be done. What you see before you is your future. A body capable of holding a divine within it. One you can bear witness to thanks to the Phoenix’s help. Now, with its bloodline, I will heal, and survive that which comes next. Even if reality should scream and die, I will not fall.”

“[Fire Claws]. [Fire Claws]. [Fire Claws].”

It was Amanda and Agni that acted first, their golden wings birthing claws of flame that struck out at the incoming divine.

Inné’s expression didn’t shift.

He raised his hand, and divine mana poured of him. A thousand. Ten thousand. One hundred thousand. The wave destroyed Amanda’s attack with ease, and she retreated as it continued on a path toward her. There was no control in their actions. They simply flooded over reality, destroying all in their path.

“[Metal Spear].” I roared. “[Metal Shield].”

Without hesitation, I acted.

There was nothing more to be said between us.

The hundreds of silver spears floating around me froze and then turned to face Inné, their surfaces glimmering with divine power granted to them by the mana I’d infused into them.

As one, they pierced the heavens, cutting through the golden waves of Inné’s mana to reach the Marked one. At the same time, my remaining metal shield formed a blockade in front of Amanda and I, meeting the wave of Inné’s mana head on.

“[Celestial Tempest],” Inné’s voice cracked with power.

A dozen swords appeared, but the gray aura they’d been carved from before was gone. They were all composed of divine mana, and when they intercepted my metal spears, they crushed them with minimal resistance, flying past them and smashing against my shields.

“[Wind Manipulation].”

I conjured a gale to slow the swords down, and a flash of fire joined in as Amanda struck out. Our elements combined brought down the attack, but the shields were crumpling.

Ahead of us, the remainder of my metal spears reached Inné.

“[Aura Blast].”

Inné’s voice rippled over the spears, but then nothing happened. The Marked one looked down at his hands in shock, but the moment only lasted an instant before he was overwhelmed by a tide of silver weapons.

“[Divine Fissure].”

Inné’s sword swept upward, sending out a shockwave of divine mana that cut through the silver surrounding him. When the last spear was obliterated, his form shone brighter than ever.

He was completely unharmed.

No. That’s not right. I spied a drop of blood, fresh and glistening crimson. It had dropped down from his left arm, where the tip of a silver spear had grazed the first wound that I’d dealt to him. He was injured. But only where his flesh is still human.

Inné noticed the drop of blood at the same time I did, clasping his injured arm and glaring at it.

He looked up and met my gaze, and a smile crossed his features.

He knows it’s impossible for an attack to reach those spots if it’s thrown from a distance. There’s too much divine mana in the way. Not to mention that he’s still as fast as ever, and he’ll see any attack coming from a mile away.

“I have to get near him,” I said.

“Are you crazy?” Amanda asked.

You can’t. Gold chirped. No mana left. Only one attack. Maybe.

“I don’t need mana for everything.”

I held my hand out and a lone spear fell into it. My [Heart-Silver] spear quaked with power as I infused it with the last of my mana, and a blue box tinted with red light entered my vision, flashing dangerously.

[Warning! Mana: 1/51,993]

I guess that’s it then. My grip on my spear tightened. One last strike. Is this the right choice? Is there a right choice here?

There was no way to tell. But all my options had been exhausted.

I had nothing left that I could do.

[Andross.]

A blue box appeared before me, a voice flowing into me through the bond I held with its owner.

I looked over my shoulder at the source. The Phoenix.

Two orbs the size of moons gazed upon me calmly. When I looked back, I saw the depths of their emotions, and the certainty of their gaze. They knew exactly what had to be done.

And in that moment, I knew, too.

It’s time.

Sensing that something was changing, Inné raised his hand and the flow of divine mana intensified. I winced as it struck my shields and they buckled. In seconds Amanda and I would be overwhelmed, and I didn’t have the mana to stop it.

I clutched my [Heart-Silver] spear tightly and stepped forward.

All I need is one moment. Time for a single strike.

“Gold, defend Amanda,” I said.

I stay here. Gold chirped.

“No, go to Amanda and Agni,” I said. “I have this. Trust me. I’ll need to borrow some of your shield, though.”

Gold lowered his head, his bulging stomach pressing against my cheek as he leaned in to examine me. Then, with a sorrowful chirrup, he dropped half of his remaining twigs, and leapt off my shoulder. He didn’t look back as he glided to Amanda, and an orange shield appeared over her.

He didn’t want to leave me, but he trusted me completely. If I said that I was going to be okay, then that was what would happen.

That left me alone with Inné.

I took another step forward, and the first of my silver shields broke. Golden lights struck at me, but before they could reach my skin I activated Gold’s regents, orange barriers springing to life all around me.

One by one they collapsed, but for each broken shield I closed precious amounts of distance. Inné continued to walk forward, inching toward me as he made his way to the Phoenix.

Before I knew it, he and I were face to face.

Inné clasped his sword with golden fingers, the weapon glimmering dangerously. With a single swipe he could end my life, and he and I both knew it. My only hope of defending myself was my [Heart-Silver] spear, but instead of raising it or ordering it to strike, I kept the spear lowered by my side.

“You are out of mana.” The Marked one’s words were a statement, not a question.

I titled my head, a smile running along my lips. “I am.”

“You do not strike me as a coward. Nor do I believe you would give your life up after fighting so long. This is another trick. One you hope will stop me.”

“I suppose you could say that.” I replied, and the grip on my spear tightened. “But if it helps, I’m not sure I know how this ends either.”

Inné frowned, his golden features creasing with confusion, and for a brief instant I saw the person underneath the mass of divine flesh and blood.

“Goodbye, Andross Silver.”

A single flash of light was all that indicated a move had been made. One moment, Inné’s sword was by his side. The next, it was in the air, a thin line of blood coating its exterior.

That’s my blood.

The thought crossed my mind, limp and soft, and a moment later my world started to darken. I heard a scream. Amanda’s. And a wave of sadness washed over me. I could feel pain erupting across my body, radiating from my torso. Inné had cut me deeply, and already I could feel the end coming along, like an old friend who had long noted my absence.

The sounds of the world faded away and the colors dimmed as my senses fled my body, and my pain was replaced by warmth, and tranquility.

This wasn’t as painful as the first time. I idly noted. I wonder why.

When the final sound died, and the last of the golden light left my vision, I knew that the time had come for me to move on.

And for the second time, Andross Silver died.
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I felt a pleasant sensation of being cradled within the arms of a great being, its presence calling me into its embrace. It had no voice. And no reactions. And yet, I could sense its kindness, and compassion.

Who are you?

My thoughts echoed out around me, accompanied by the faint sound of joyful laughter. I faintly recognized it as my own, but that was impossible because I had no mouth to create it. In fact, I had no body at all.

The physical and the magical had no meaning here.

I simply was.

My thoughts garnered no reply, except for a soft wind that picked up around me, washing away the nothingness surrounding me and revealing a world of light and clouds below.

Is this death?

[Yes. And no.]

A blue box appeared in front of me, accompanied by a faint whisper filled with mirth and calm. The voice carried the weight of eras, and the totality of existence, and the words it spoke was the chime of a thousand bells calming creation. With each chime my thoughts stabilized, the swamp of death giving way to a serenity beyond it.

It was the sensation of resting in a mother’s arms. Safe and sound.

I see. So, I’m dead. For the second time. It was a fun few years.

[I can see that. You were very good at life until you died.]

Are you lying to me? I asked.

I don’t know why I’d asked that, but the owner of the voice didn’t seem to be offended.

[Possibly. I have been known to do so. Though all of my lies become truths, eventually.]

A chuckle filled my being, the glee in the voice dancing across my ears, each word gilded with a primal joy that swept me in its grasp, inviting me to take delight in life’s simple pleasures and revel in existence and creation.

The sound was me, and yet it was also separate. It came from behind me, above me, and beside me, all at the same time.

Then it stopped.

[Do you wish to go back?]

Can I?

[The concept of reincarnation is intrinsic to your being. Empowered by the Phoenix, you have the power to return, just this once. With my help, you may return from where and when you came.]

I wanted to agree immediately, but I didn’t.

Did I need to go back?

This place was so comforting. So fulfilling. And warm. Here, and now, I was experiencing everything I wanted, and so much more. There was no sensation like it, and I was worried there never would be again.

There is a price to pay. My thought was a statement, not a question.

[Yes.]

There always is. If I go back, will I be able to save my friends?

A faint glimmer of hope echoed through me.

[There is a chance.]

A chance? I asked. Why give me a chance if there’s a possibility I’ll fail?

[All is equal under my eyes. What you do with that equality is up to you.]

You’re a divine. I know it. Can’t you see the choice I’ll make?

[Divine, yes. All-seeing, yes. On occasion. But I find that ever so boring. What is being without excitement?]

I wanted to object, and to fight back, but in the face of all that was good and kind, I could only laugh alongside it. There was no reason for malice, or to dwell on negativity. Now was the time for action. I was being given a choice, but from the beginning there was no doubt what decision I would make.

Thank you.

I waved my hand again, this time in front of my face. My eyes bulged in surprise as I realized that I had hands again. And legs. A thin film of silver light covered my entire being, and I could see through my skin and bones as though I was a ghost.

No, it wasn’t my body. It was my soul.

I was still a handsome stud.

[Now, I believe it is time for you to leave. You do not wish to spend too long detached from all that is and will be.]

Without thinking, I glanced up, wondering where the wind was coming from, and the flow of my soul shivered as I glimpsed something beyond the light. A gleam of radiance hit my vision, unveiling a million golden pupils stretched out in different patterns. Each one was quickly covered by a mass of feathers that housed everything and everywhen, their scope far too wide for my mind to accept without shattering.

The wind blew my head back down, and a humorous chuckle filled the air, each sound patting my back comfortingly.

A flight of stairs appeared in my vision, stretching out across infinity.

They were going down.

“Descending is a pleasant word on an elevator. After death, not so much,” I murmured.

I took the first step, and the world shifted around me. Colors burst forth across my vision, swimming freely through the air, and complexity grew out of the simplicity of death, distinct lines and shapes waving at me from all angles.

“Oh, hey, I never got your name,” I glanced back, even if I knew the voice was all around me. “My friends would be horrified at my bad manners.”

[I am Fue. Thank you for asking. It was nice to meet you, Andross Silver.]
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I stumbled in midair, my mind blanking as the events of the past few seconds rushed through it.

Inné had stabbed me. Killed me.

And then he walked past me. His form strode forth confidently, passing my corpse and heading straight to the Phoenix beyond it. Even his divine mana had left me behind, gathering in a wave in front of Inné and protecting him as it assaulted the Phoenix. He wasn’t looking at me because he knew beyond a doubt that he had killed me.

Then let me repay the favor.

Calm swept through my being as I raised my hand, the [Heart-Silver] spear trembling in my grasp. It sensed my death. It mourned my passing. And now, it waited in awe for me to command it.

Go forth. Strike him down. Or he will end this world.

The [Heart-Silver] spear soared from my grasp, its presence whistling faintly. Flashes of emotions and memories crossed my mind as I watched it plunge into his ribs, weaving through the injury that William had struck.

Inné, divine of war, turned back, the last vestiges of life dripping from his being as his gaze fell onto me.

“How? I am Inné, divine of war.”

I shook my head.

“You picked the wrong opponent. No more. No less.”

Laughter filled the air, and the source was Inné himself.

“The wrong opponent indeed.” The air reverberated with glee and merriment as his emotions flowed into the divine mana around him. “For you are the Crijik, divine of death.”

“Goodbye, Inné. May you find comfort in what comes after.”

A body slumped forward, dissolving into waves of gold as life left it’s embrace. No triumph graced my heart. And victory brought me no joy. I lowered my head and called back the [Heart-Silver] spear to my side.

At its tip was a single drop of blood.

Inné, divine of war, was dead.


53 LISTEN, LET’S NOT GET BOGGED DOWN DISCUSSING WHO DID OR DIDN’T DESTROY THE WORLD. IT WAS ME. OOPS


“Andross?!” Amanda rushed to my side with the speed of a divine, her eyes wide and filled with tears. “You’re not dead!”

Her hands wrapped around me, squeezing the life out of me. Within her flames I could sense Agni’s presence, and Gold’s eyes met my own as he peeked out from the other side of Amanda, his talons gripping her shoulder.

Not dead. Gold’s symphonic tweets were laced with joy. I trusted Andross. The whole time.

I shook my head. “I think that’s not quite— Wait, why is there still divine mana all around us?”

The golden mana of the ascension hadn’t dispersed. It hadn’t been allowed to.

Something was commanding it to stay.

[Andross? Where are you? I lost you for a moment there.]

Roxxy’s thoughts tapped against my mind, each one filled with worry.

[I’m still here,] I thought back.

A flood of relief flooded through our connection, and I smiled.

[We won, Roxxy. I’m going to bring you here. Something’s happening.]

Without Inné’s will pushing against us, I found my friend easily among the stones. William was beside her, and I requested the earth to bring them over to me. There wasn’t actually much earth left to command. Almost the entire landmass had been destroyed by the divine mana’s assault. Only Inné’s death had put a stop to it. A few minutes later Roxxy and William might not have survived.

Hi! Gold chirped happily as Roxxy and William appeared.

“Hey, guys.” Roxxy beamed. Her leg was still injured, but I made sure my earth was taking care to not move it. “Glad to see you survived. Why is it all still gold around here?”

“I’m curious about that as well,” William said.

Still embracing me, Amanda and Agni released their transformation, the little Phoenix squeezing me with her wings as the duo refused to release their hug.

[Curious.]

The Phoenix’s voice echoed out across their realm, and Amanda and Agni let go of me, their eyes roaming over to the origin of their bloodline and existence. I followed her gaze, concern flickering through me as I bore witness to the ruler of this realm. Before, the Phoenix had been trapped in chains of red, black and gray.

Now, their chains glowed bright gold.

Break the chains.

Give me my freedom.

Strike down the chaos.

I could sense new intentions flowing through the motes of mana. The divine mana had been holding Inné’s thoughts only minutes ago, but now they had a new goal. One that belonged to the Phoenix.

“You’ve gained control of the divine mana,” I said. My voice was soft. Too soft. But the Phoenix heard it all the same. “You’re going to use it to free yourself.”

[You are correct, Andross Silver.]

“How?” I asked.

[Indeed. I could not have done so before today. There was a lacking quality to my being. A faintness to my existence. But I have felt your death. And your reincarnation. You have given form to the concept over which I reign. With Inné’s divine mana filling my realm, the final piece is in place. For that, I thank you.]

“Guardian Phoenix, what’s happening?” Amanda shouted. “Why are you doing this?”

Agni and Gold chirped loudly, their questions lost as the divine mana coalesced into a mighty force that struck the chains.

Gong.

A crack appeared in the chaos that bound the Phoenix. That crack widened, becoming a tear. Finally, a crash reverberated throughout creation as the links were destroyed in unison. Now, with the breaking of their bindings, they could continue on the path they had initially traversed. Not in opposition of the divine, but part of it.

The flames of reincarnation had touched upon concepts that caused reality to tremble, and they bathed the world in their golden glow.

What have we done?

I knew the answer to the question even as I thought it. Now, I knew why Artus had shackled the Phoenix. The divine of chaos hadn’t chained just their present, but also their future.

“No.” Roxxy shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

“Not impossible. Unprecedented. Today is a day of ascension,” William said. “And I fear we are witnessing its first success in a thousand years.”

I knew in my heart that he was right. The Phoenix was ascending, succeeding where Inné had failed.

[I mean what I have said. Freedom lies in my future. A path which was shut to me, and has been opened thanks to the efforts of you, my progeny, my inheritor, and your other comrades. For your efforts, I shall ensure your safety, and that of your families, and my community. Now, watch, and witness the unshackling of my bonds. Observe what it means to rise beyond.]

A sound accompanied the destruction of the chains, sweeping through the void and reverberating across the entirety of Ioa and the five continents that graced its surface.

It was a cry of triumph. It was a roar of victory. It was the beginning of the end.

We were witnessing the birth of a new divine.
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The story will continue in Book 6!


THANK YOU FOR READING THE ASCENSION


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Ascension to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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ALSO IN SERIES:

MARK OF THE CRIJIK

Mark of the Crijik

Koshima Academy

Gesti Sky

The Burning Lake

The Ascension
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Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great LitRPG?
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Lives are a currency, and Noah Vines is rich. After standing around in the afterlife for thousands of years, Noah is all out of patience. So, when the opportunity to steal a second chance at life arises, he doesn't hesitate. Reincarnated into the body of a dying magic school professor, Noah finds that he got more than just a second chance — he got infinite. Every time he dies, his body reforms. With countless variations of runic magic to discover and with death serving as only a painful soul-wound rather than a final end, Noah finally has a chance to wander the lands of the living once more. This time around, he plans to get strong enough to make sure that he never has to wait around in the afterlife again. Don't miss the next hit Progression Fantasy series from Actus, bestselling author of My Best Friend is an Eldritch Horror. Featuring a strong, determined protagonist, a detailed runic magic system, loads of power progression, and so much more. With 10 million views as a webserial, you can experience the definitive version of this smash-hit series on Kindle, Kindle Unlimited, and Audible!




Get Return of the Runebound Professor Now!
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The Connected System has come to Earth, bringing with it the apocalypse... In an instant, life as it was known is gone, replaced by a System called The Connection. It doesn't come quietly as earthquakes rock the planet, the chosen survivors falling unconscious as the Connection takes their bodies and Adapts them. Lochlan Brady and his family were on their way home from a camping weekend when the Connection appears. He awakens with a new Adapted body, finding his wife missing. Now Loch must survive and thrive in this new world with his two teenage daughters, Harper and Piper. All Loch wants to do is protect his daughters and find his wife. A chance encounter with creatures straight out of myth will force the family to quickly confront the reality of their new lives, the changed world and give Loch a jump in power. But with that power will come responsibility and more danger. Along with the attention of some of the most powerful beings in The Connected System.




Get Warbreaker’s Rise Now!
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A Necromancer reborn. A new System. Can he unlock it's true power? After fulfilling the duty all Arch Necromancers are tasked with, the last thing Sylver Sezari expected was to be reborn. But he did. And after crawling his way back into the land of the living, he’s alive once again. In a strange land, a strange time, and with a strange floating screen in front of his new face. Either through plan or chance, he’s alive again, and planning to enjoy himself to his heart's content. Don't miss the start of this LitRPG Adventure about a reincarnated necromancer growing in power and finding his way in a new world where the rules have changed vastly since he last "lived." With equal parts humor and dark sorcery action, expect loads of skill progression, deep worldbuilding, and unforgettable characters in this story which had nearly 9 million views on Royal Road. Now completely revised and re-edited for Kindle & Audible.




Get Ashborn Primordial Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


LITRPG


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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